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The purpose of this paper is to give a voice to a dedicated group of professionals 
who unselfishly labored twenty-five plus years educating the children of America’s 
poorest taxpaying citizens.	  	  These retired African American female urban middle school 
science teachers (RAAFUMSST) explain the experiences that gave them the fortitude to 
stay in the urban school system until their retirement.  The goal is to give you a glimpse 
into the distractions, challenges, and victories the teachers encountered as they strove to 
teach science in an overcrowded, underserviced, and depressed urban school district of a 
major city.  Most times sacrificing self for service, the participants of this study held fast 
to their beliefs that all of America’s children, regardless of their parents’ socioeconomic 
status, deserve a quality education.  It is through individual interviews that the five retired 
science teachers of this project share their reflections on the events and circumstances 
that altered their labor of love.  Critical Race Theory (CRT) serves as the theoretical 
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 CHAPTER ONE: INTRODUCTION  
 
GOD, grant me the serenity to accept the things I cannot change, the courage to change the things 
I can, and the wisdom to know the difference.  
--Reinhold Niebuhr, “Serenity Prayer”  
 
The participants in this project have one hundred twenty-five plus years of 
combined dedicated service among them. Individually, each made a commitment to do 
the very best she could to bring the wonders of education to children.  These participants 
wanted to enlighten the children, but first they wanted them to learn and become good 
citizens.  Valiantly they entered into the field of education with one mindset: to bring 
knowledge to the poorest of America’s children. Unfortunately, once inside they were 
met with unimagined obstacles and hindrances that brought them to the “Serenity Prayer” 
time and time and time again.  I present to you five Black female retired science teachers 
and their reflections on surviving the journey through the trenches of classroom teaching 
to bring science to some of this country’s poorest elementary school children. 
Background 
In 1896, the United States Supreme Court case of Plessy v. Ferguson held that as 
long as the separate facilities for the separate races were equal, segregation did not 
violate the Fourteenth Amendment of the United States Constitution.  Brown v. Board of 
Education, 347 U.S. 483 (1954), was a landmark United States Supreme Court case in 
which the Court declared all state laws establishing separate public schools for Black and 
White students unconstitutional.  The Equal Protection clause of the Fourteenth 
Amendment required each state to provide equal protection under the law to all people 
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within the state’s jurisdiction.  This clause gave credence to the decision of Brown v. 
Board of Education.  The plaintiffs in Brown asserted that the system of racial separation, 
while masked as a positive disposition for the newly freed Black American students, 
providing separate but equal treatment of both White and Black American citizens, 
instead perpetuated inferior accommodations, services, and treatment for Blacks.  Handed 
down on May 17, 1954, the Warren Court's unanimous (nine to zero) decision stated 
unequivocally that any deliberate separation of educational facilities based solely on race 
was inherently unequal. 
Blacks heralded the Brown decision as a victory for all of America.  However, 
years later, New York University Professor Derrick Bell, who at one time served as an 
attorney for the National Association for the Advancement of Colored People (NAACP) 
in their quest to end racial separation, had this to say about the supposed victory of 
Brown:  
“From the standpoint of education, we would have been better served had the 
court in Brown rejected the petitioners’ arguments to overrule Plessy v. 
Ferguson,” Bell said, referring to the 1896 Supreme Court ruling that enforced a 
“separate but equal” standard for Blacks and Whites.  While acknowledging the 
deep injustices done to Black children in segregated schools, Bell argued the court 
should have determined to enforce the generally ignored “equal” part of the 
“separate but equal” doctrine. (as cited in Trei, 2004)  
 The Brown decision failed to produce the changes the NAACP sought so desperately 
(Patterson, 2001).  
Brown caused the loss of jobs for many Black educators, including principals.  In 
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1954 school districts across the country notified thousands of Black educators that 
regardless of tenure or contract they would no longer be employed.  Fultz (2004) wrote 
that the Board of Trustees at the University of Louisville voted to end segregation under 
their watch by closing the Louisville Municipal	  College, their all-Black counterpart 
established in 1931. The closing of Louisville Municipal College meant their Black 
student body was now allowed to attend the all-White University of Louisville, but it also 
meant the career end for fourteen highly trained and effective Black educators.   
Cox (1951) published an article in the Journal of Negro Education voicing his 
outrage with the events occurring in Louisville by calling them violations of “an inchoate 
right of Negro students, a vested interest of the Negro faculties, and a cultural interest of 
the Negro people” (Cox, 1951, p. 112).  He went on to say that merely accepting Black 
students into a White institution does not constitute rectification of the social injustices 
that beleaguer the Black students. Most certainly not, if the institution fails to 
acknowledge and embrace their social and cultural differences.    
	   In 1953, before the landmark decision of Brown, Wendell Godwin, the 
superintendent of schools for Topeka, Kansas, sent a letter to all the Black elementary 
school teachers in the district politely informing them that if the Court ruled in favor of 
desegregation they would be fired. In the letter Superintendent Godwin wrote, “Our 
Board will proceed on the assumption that the majority of people in Topeka will not want 
to employ Negro teachers next year for White children” (as cited in Kansas Historical 
Society, 2004). There was no recourse or further consideration for these loyal and 
efficient teachers.    
	   In 1953 Topeka had four segregated elementary schools with twenty-seven 
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educators, who serviced seven hundred twenty-nine students.  There are no records of 
what became of the twenty-seven Black teachers, except for Dorothy Scott.  According to 
kansapedia, the Web site of the Kansas Historical Society (2004):  “In a January 1992 
oral history interview, Scott indicated that she believed she was the third African 
American teacher to be assigned to a white elementary school” in Topeka. Scott told the 
interviewer that 
after she started teaching there, the principal told her he had gone	  around the 
neighborhood and asked all of the white families if they minded a black teacher 
coming to their school. He reported to Dorothy Scott that only one person was 
against her teaching at Parkdale. (Kansas Historical Society, 2004) 
The Brown “victory” failed Black American children. Following Brown, Black 
achievement suffered considerably as a result of the loss of so many Black teachers all at 
once. Greg Toppo of USA Today published a 2004 article about the unfortunate reality of 
highly qualified Black teachers having their careers abruptly ended by the decision of 
Brown. In the article he wrote that in “1954 about 82,000 black teachers were responsible 
for teaching 2 million black children. In the 11 years immediately following Brown, more 
than 38,000 black teachers and administrators in 17 Southern and border states lost their 
jobs” (Toppo, 2004).   
Removing Black educators as a result of integration set the precedent that Black 
teachers were somehow inept, unfit, and ill equipped to teach Black and/or White 
students. According to Siddle-Walker (1996), the true culture of Black teaching died with 
Brown. Author and educator Ladson-Billings (2009) wrote that name-calling was an 
effective strategy of humiliation and domination used by many White people. Black 
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female teachers—Black females period—were referred to derogatively, often called 
Jezebel, Mammy, and Sapphire. These vile names were more than insulting as they were 
used to undermine the validity of the teachers and diminish the humanity of Black 
women in general.  
Although the teachers in this study came into the field of education some twenty 
years after Brown v. Board of Education, segregation in the nation’s public schools still 
prevailed upon their arrival. Whether by accident or with tacit intentionality, America’s 
poor and Black children are still paying the price for supposed educational freedom. 
Could this possibly be an example of the silent covenant that Bell (2005) referred to?   
Urban Experiences  
Working as a Black science/laboratory teacher in an urban school district has 
allowed me to witness many disappointments in the teaching profession.  Many teachers 
(White and Black) came into the educational profession and left before the school year 
got started.  Teachers who fail to engage students, parents, and the administrators in the 
educational process help increase tough classroom behaviors.  Teachers, administrators, 
and parents are dedicated to the success of students.  But classrooms in many urban 
school districts are overcrowded.  Students are in and out of their seats disturbing other 
students, and parents feel the need to tell the teacher how to teach.  Constant interference 
from the principal and other personnel interrupts class instruction, and there are constant 
outbursts over the intercom from the secretary and administrators.  These interruptions 
interfere with the teacher’s ability to teach effectively (Preble, 2014). 
Many changes in education have taken place over the years.  There have been 
changes in the way teachers teach, the way children learn, and the way parents interact 
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with those who educate their children.  Over time the educational strategies that teachers 
use to improve learning and to motivate students have changed (Gibbs, 2013).  The 
process of teaching our children is continuously under reform.  Schools, teachers, and 
students are being assessed and evaluated more closely than ever.  There are changes in 
the school culture, classroom climate, role of the teacher, and role of the learner.   The 
varied strategies that teachers use to improve the day-to-day school program and increase 
learning, according to Borg and Al-Busaidi (2012), have caused continuous revamping of 
the teachers’ beliefs and practices.  Many teachers have historically used programs that 
were one-size-fits-all approaches to student learning and development.  Currently, 
teachers use differentiated instruction to attempt to meet the needs of all students (Fullan, 
2001).   
When I first started teaching, teachers were the focus of the educational process.  
They were well respected in the schools and in the community.  The parents left the 
teaching to the teachers, and there was no interference in the day-to-day program 
(Darling-Hammond & Youngs, 2002).  Today, education is a team effort to facilitate 
learning. District heads and division leaders are responsible for coordinating the 
curriculum and articulating it through all the grade levels and subject areas to ensure 
continuity of learning (National Center for Education Statistics, 2000-2001).    
Every year brand new, highly qualified teachers embark on new careers to 
educate America’s children.  Most dream of walking into a classroom the first day of 
school and being greeted by fifteen to twenty well-behaved, healthy, motivated, and 
appreciative students.  Unfortunately, the reality is that such classrooms are very few.  
Instead, what the majority of those newly graduated, highly qualified educators will 
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encounter is overcrowded classrooms populated with children left behind by an education 
system that is inadequate and outdated (Earthman, 2002).  
School districts are plagued with overcrowding, according to the United States 
Department of Education, with increased class sizes, especially in the urban districts 
where construction is beyond meager budgets.  In these districts, the only option for 
overcrowded schools is to increase class sizes by placing more students into already 
existing classrooms.  This solution may seem cost free in dollar terms; however the 
quality of the educational experience is diminished.  The effect of overcrowding and 
large class sizes is critical to student outcome (Ready, Lee, & Welner, 2004). 
Almost immediately the teachers in some urban schools come face to face with 
poverty, inequality, injustice, and students who have already given up and have been 
placed on the fast track for failure.  These teachers encounter students whose names have 
already been assigned to the disgracefully silent covenant of many education policy 
makers: a discriminatory cohort known as the School-to-Prison Pipeline (American Civil 
Liberties Union, 2008).  Bell (2005) has taught that a silent covenant is an unspoken 
agreement between those with the power to discriminate against and oppress and those 
with no power.  The School-to-Prison Pipeline is a perfect example.  On June 6, 2008, the 
American Civil Liberties Union (ACLU) published “School-to-Prison Pipeline,” an 
article addressing the deliberate funneling of American children that the educational 
system deems unteachable out of the school system and straight into the bowels of the 
juvenile and criminal justice systems.  The majority of those students are from poor 
families with practically no financial means of fighting for their children or no 
knowledge of their rights to fight back.  
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   Teachers who dare to accept the challenge of educating America’s children born 
to parents whose socioeconomic status is below the poverty line are often met by “the 
digital divide” (Milheim, 2006).  The “digital divide” is another name for the educational 
achievement gap as both represent the difference and the inequality of the education a 
child in an affluent public school district will receive as opposed to the substandard 
education a child born to poor American citizens will receive. 
This situation dictates teacher strategies because these disadvantaged children are 
the ones who make up the classes that the average teacher is required to teach.  Teachers 
are expected to walk into the classroom and influence their young students to internalize 
the knowledge they are trying to impart, even though the educators know in their hearts 
that the students before them do not have a fighting chance.	  	  According to Gehrke (2005),	  
most of the children sitting before the teacher have already learned hard lessons from the 
education system that their worth is miniscule.  As a result, the students are both 
defensive and suspicious of the teacher without even being able to articulate or 
understand why. 
Many of the urban school districts have large class sizes and minimal equipment 
(microscopes, scales, and heating blocks) and supplies (paper, markers, colored pencils, 
rulers filter, and gauze) (Gehrke, 2005).  Some students have to share or wait until other 
students are finished using the equipment in the science laboratory.  Very seldom are 
there enough materials for all the students to participate in the same activity at the same 
time, which causes interference in the teacher’s plan for the day.  
In the teaching profession, I have observed that it is common practice for teachers 
to use their own finances to buy supplies and equipment so that their students are able to 
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engage in class activities.  Many teachers during their years of teaching have become 
pack rats according to Comeau (2012) because they have learned to see the use for 
something in the future.  These teachers collect empty baby food jars, plastic fruit cups, 
and thread spools to make up for the lack of materials in the laboratory.  Typically these 
materials that retired teachers have accumulated are left for other teachers.  For example, 
when I retired I left my entire stock of collected items that I had found useful in many of 
the laboratory activities for the teacher who took my place.  
  As an experienced teacher, I believe that the trials and tribulations of retired 
African American female urban middle school science teachers will contribute to the 
systematic reform of urban education.  When retired science teachers share their beliefs, 
practices and experiences, others may benefit by enhancing their success in the 
classroom. The strategies of retired teachers may enable the next generation of teachers to 
be more effective and may make students’ learning much more enjoyable.  These 
experiences and stories of retired teachers can help novice teachers to engage their 
students and handle the irregularities that take place during the school day.   
In my view, the classroom teacher generally has little or no support from others in 
the school building.  Teachers are not allowed to leave the class unattended, and there is 
often no one to relieve the teacher.  He or she is isolated with twenty to thirty students in 
the classroom.  At the end of the day no one has the energy to be friendly and share 
professional insights; everyone wants to leave the scene immediately.  Meanwhile, many 
beginning teachers embark on their teaching careers looking forward to working with 
well-behaved and motivated children; however, they quickly lose their positive attitude 
when faced with the reality of the classroom.  These new teachers need encouragement 
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and support.  They need to know that the longer teachers remain in the educational 
profession, the more they learn how to handle those difficult situations that cause 
ineffectiveness in the classroom.  
Researchers have conducted studies of Black teachers that represent a strong 
knowledge base regarding the characteristics and qualities that these teachers bring to the 
classroom.  But Black teachers are often portrayed as a negative influence in the 
education of Black students.  Black teachers have been described as “outsiders” and as 
individuals who are unable to deal with Black students (Foster, 1997).  If the current 
situation does not improve, if the reputation of Black teachers is not restored, if the 
system does not begin to care about America’s poor children, the gap in the knowledge 
between the haves and the have-nots will continue to grow. It is no secret that the 
education system is unfair and biased toward poor children (Sawchuk, 2014).   
Standardized testing, policy making, and the rules that govern the education system of 
any society are formulated by the most powerful class at the time, and they consistently 
apply the beliefs and practices of their particular customs as the measurement for 
acceptable cultural norms, with no regard for the culture of others.  In fact, noted 
education policy-making administrator Gillborn (2008) wrote that the education system 
was never designed to promote education equality. It is his contention that the ultimate 
goal has always been to maintain the gap in knowledge between White and minority 
students. 
Although student behavior causes much conflict in the classroom and challenges 
the ability of teachers to do their jobs, educators continue to build relationships that give 
students the opportunity to learn.  The students’ achievement and success are the driving 
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forces that teachers use to require and inspire students to give all they can to their 
learning.  Instilling hope in the students is the first objective for developing a healthy 
attitude on their part toward learning and education in general. 
Urban Schoolteachers 
 Research has voiced concern about the quality of middle school science teaching 
and teachers, some of whom have reported feeling unprepared to teach and not 
sufficiently prepared to handle the large student population, classroom engagement, and 
student assessments (Darling-Hammond & Youngs, 2002).  The teacher’s knowledge of 
science alone does not make her a teacher. The teacher needs to be able to translate what 
she knows so well into understanding for the students.  Teaching science in urban middle 
schools, the teacher needs to have patience and a good sense of humor, and must not take 
things personally when working with students.  The teacher must also learn to orchestrate 
effective teaching and learning strategies in an urban school setting (Jeanpierre, 2007). 
Implementing appropriate teaching strategies has a powerful influence on the 
learning outcome.  The teacher should ask thought-provoking questions to help students 
articulate their observations, their inferences, and their explanations to connect these with 
science concepts they know and with the concepts of experts.  This is an important yet 
challenging task for a teacher (Driver, 1995).   Teachers should allow the proper wait 
time for student responses to a particular question without expressing judgment.  
Kohn (1997) asserted that the more we manage student behavior and try to make students 
do what we say, the more difficult it is for them to become morally sophisticated people 
who think for themselves and care about others. 
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Teachers need to try and achieve the most effective balance between control and 
student self-governance.  Teaching is not effective if classroom engagement and 
motivation is not provided (Lewis, 1999).  Classroom motivation must be viewed as part 
of the learning process if educators want to have a positive effect on the classroom 
environment.  Educators must view the concept of classroom management and 
motivation as a process of developing internal control where the students are aware of the 
behaviors expected from them by the teacher.  Dollas (1992) stated the biggest challenge 
teachers face is establishing and maintaining order in the learning environment.  
According to Doyle (1986), classroom management and motivation result in the coupling 
of order and engagement in the learning process.  The strategies teachers use to promote 
learning and classroom engagement are what Doyle labeled as “classroom management.”  
With Doyle in mind, I interviewed for this study five retired African American female 
urban middle school science teachers who had spent twenty to thirty years teaching 
science.  During the interview process I looked at successful and non-successful 
classroom engagement strategies that could assist in implementing intervention strategies 
for attitude and behavioral adjustments in science instruction.  I examined the strategies, 
skills, and practices that these retired teachers had used to aid in their teaching, and I 
evaluated how they had gained success through experience.   
The role of a teacher must include being a classroom motivator who has a 
significant concern for all parties interested in the education of their children.  The 
classroom is an ever-changing paradigm with a vast amount of diversity.  The teacher 
assumes many roles outside of educator or instructor in the urban educational setting. 
Lewis (1999) asserted that the role of the teacher as classroom motivator is one of the 
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most significant concerns of many parents, administrators and teachers.  The teacher’s 
ability to organize the classroom and motivate the students is critical to achieving 
positive educational outcomes (Brophy, 2006).   
There are several strategies for classroom engagement that teachers could use to 
enhance positive student behavior and motivate student learning.  Teachers and staff 
could utilize positive and negative reinforcement, and they can be role models for 
students to imitate the behaviors they see (Kohn, 1997).  Teachers who have problems 
with wise classroom management or motivation are more than likely ineffective in the 
classroom, and will experience symptoms of burnout (Browers & Tomic, 2000).  More 
time spent on wise classroom engagement and motivation has in the long run improved 
the efficiency of student learning. 
Students spend approximately twenty thousand hours in the classroom on 
completion of their formal education; therefore, their reactions to their teacher-guided 
learning experiences are of considerable importance (Fraser, 2001).  Teachers need to 
allow students to have a stake in their education.  This strategy will foster better 
management skills and make the classroom environment more conducive to learning. 
Problem Statement 
More than fifty years after the hollow victory of Brown v. Board of Education, 
children of poor and indigent taxpaying American citizens are still suffering from the 
oppression of segregation and are denied a quality education. These children are being 
punished for circumstances they did not create and are unable to correct. It has been 
documented that without proper intervention, poverty breeds crime, breeds ignorance, 
and breeds more poverty (Gorski, 2008).   
Retired	  African	  American	  Female	  Urban	  Middle	  School	  Science	  Teachers’	  Beliefs	  and	  Practices	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
14	  
	  
The risk-taking classroom behaviors that teachers have to deal with in the period 
of a regular school day are overwhelming.   In urban districts, close to fifty percent of 
teachers leave the profession during their first five years (Mansour, 2009).  There are 
many frustrating situations teachers encounter within a regular school day.  Retired 
teachers’ years of experience have prepared them to deal with the day-to-day frustrations.  
These teachers can provide effective examples and model practices as to what should be 
done to be successful in the science classroom and laboratory. 	  
It is far better to retain a savable teacher than to train new ones year after year 
(Ingersoll, 2001).   When retired teachers leave, years of knowledge, teaching 
experiences, and classroom skills are lost.  Most teachers with twenty-five years of 
experience or more are likely to retire during the following two years (Borman & 
Dowling, 2008).  Most retired teachers have had years and years of working with the 
students, parents, teachers, and administration in many different capacities.  The seasoned 
teachers are familiar with the who’s who in the building and can understand the situations 
and problems in the school.  
This research has looked at the beliefs of retired female urban science teachers 
(what they hold to be true or real) and practices (skills gained by experience or exercise).  
The current research does not provide information on how hearing about the experiences 
and practices of retired teachers through their stories may be instrumental in providing 
awareness and directions for beginning teachers.  Kagan (1992) referred to beliefs as a 
particularly provocative form of personal knowledge and argued that most of a teacher’s 
professional knowledge can be regarded more accurately as beliefs.  According to Kagan 
(1992), as a teacher’s experience in the classroom grows, his or her knowledge grows 
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richer and more coherent and thus forms a highly personalized pedagogy or belief system 
that actually controls the teacher’s perceptions, judgment, and behavior.  This study of 
retired African American female science teachers has explored their beliefs and their 
practices in the urban classroom. The strategies these teachers used to engage their 
students made their jobs less difficult.   The study has given these science teachers a 
voice and the opportunity to tell their stories about how they were able to remain in the 
urban school district and retire from it.   
Research Question  
My research question for this study was the following: How do retired African 
American female urban middle school science teachers’ beliefs and practices change over 
the course of their careers?   In this study I used a qualitative research design with a 
grounded theory approach.  I used a snowball sampling to identify participants and 
adopted a Critical Race Theory framework to unpack the insights of science teachers in 
urban classrooms.  I interviewed five retired science teachers, all of whom have taught in 
an urban school district, to determine how their beliefs and practices have changed over 
their careers. 
The teaching experiences of the retired teachers ranged from twenty to thirty 
years of service in the same urban school district, but not necessarily at the same school.  
Through this research question, I found out how these retired teachers’ beliefs and 
practices had changed.  Moreover, the way the teachers engaged students of color in the 
science learning process gave insight into some of the social and cultural barriers that 
both teachers and students brought to the classroom. 
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Purpose and Scope of Study 
This research recorded retired science teachers’ beliefs and teaching practices that 
had allowed them to succeed and to retire from the profession as successful science 
teachers.   These teachers had few opportunities to share their knowledge and experiences 
with other teachers during their teaching careers. The experiences of retired teachers can 
be beneficial to the teaching process (Gordon & Maxey, 2000).  According to Mansour 
(2009), the teaching procedure can be stabilized by the consistencies of retired teacher 
practices.   This research adds to the body of knowledge that could help science teachers 
enhance students’ academic learning and behavioral engagement in the classroom, and 
could make teachers’ careers in the educational system more rewarding. 
My interest in this research question stems from years working in science and 
from the many teachers who have come into the laboratory and could not handle the 
stress of the day-to-day classroom.  Teachers have been identified as having the most 
significant effect on the achievement of students in science education.   In the science 
laboratory there are many variables that have to be controlled that do not apply to the 
regular classroom, such as group size, selective instrumentations, and ways of managing 
student behavior in the laboratory (Hofstein & Lunetta, 1982).  The teacher has to address 
all variables in order for student learning to take place.  
According to Barton (2002), interest in urban science education studies has been 
growing.  This research looks at the intersections among students, their families, their 
teachers, science schooling, and the historical, physical, environmental, social, economic, 
and political aspects of urban life.   In science education there are no rules that all 
teachers follow, no beliefs that everyone shares, and no findings that everyone agrees on 
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in the classroom.  Students learning science can be supported through positive attitudes, 
which will encourage an increased interest in science.   Students who often reflect on 
their findings with peers and teachers, and consult books and other resources usually 
develop a keener sense for learning science.   According to Tobin (1990), science 
laboratory activities appeal as a way of allowing students to learn with understanding and 
at the same time, engage in the process of constructing knowledge by doing science.   
When students are engaged in science activities, they learn how things are tied together 
and can facilitate their own ability to learn and develop a clear understanding of inquiry.  
Barton and Tobin (2001) remarked on how “doing science made it real.”  Looking at 
female retired science teachers’ beliefs and practices can be a valuable addition to 
education studies.  The stories of experienced science teachers can be used to improve 
classroom performance and give a voice to the experiences of retired teachers.    
Rationale 
As part of my experiences in the science classroom, I have tracked my own 
learning in science and have self-regulated my learning.  I believe that retired teachers 
rely on their previous experiences to direct them in the teaching environment.  The 
teachers have to teach science laboratory skills but also science concepts to the same 
twenty to thirty students both in the science classroom and in the laboratory.  Teachers 
need to allow students to feel that they have a stake in their education.  The learning 
environment is more favorable when teachers encourage students to be active participants 
in distinguishing their learning environment.  Retired teachers can assist students in being 
responsible for their learning through their proper organization of curriculum material 
that helps engage the students.  Not only could retired teachers support student 
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relationships in the classroom, but also they could share other factors that influence the 
school environment.  The psychosocial learning environment has been incorporated as 
one factor in a multifactor psychological model of educational productivity (Walberg, 
1981).  The student’s home peer group and mass media could affect learning if students 
participate in any of these areas.  Retired teachers who engaged the students in classroom 
learning from the beginning to the end of the class time were associated with a strong 
learning environment and a positive predictor of achievement.  
Teachers have to give a grade for science knowledge and laboratory skills, which 
causes their workload to double.  They have to engage students for the entire time they 
are in the classroom, and they receive no additional help as far as engaging those twenty 
to thirty students in the laboratory. Science teachers should be able to teach and give 
students a quality education without being frustrated at the end of the day because of too 
many students moving about trying to do science activities.  They need to be able to 
control all variables that represent the laboratory experiences.  Retired teachers have the 
knowledge and experience that can be beneficial to those novice teachers who have 
difficulty balancing the instructional strategies of the classroom and laboratory.    
      The retired teachers can help to improve the novice teachers’ struggles around 
student learning: they understand concepts concerning student achievement across racial 
and socioeconomic gaps; they are familiar with student behaviors that are unacceptable 
and know how to avoid sending students to the office.  Their wise classroom 
management/motivation practices can establish a procedure that brings order to chaotic 
classrooms through positive and negative reinforcement (Kohn, 1997).  These retired 
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teachers’ beliefs and practices can help to motivate positive student behavior that permits 
student learning.  
Critical Race Theory 
As a theoretical framework, Critical Race Theory (CRT) explores the ways in 
which power and privilege operate in society and impact race, class, gender, ethnicity, 
and sexuality (Bell, 1995).  CRT can be referred to as a set of historical and 
contemporary theories that emerged in the late 1980s; the theories describe the lived 
experiences and realities of racial and ethnic minorities who are considered marginalized 
groups and individuals in society.  CRT is concerned with the social experiences that 
determine how different groups of people (White/Black) understand those who are 
different.   According to Ladson-Billings (1998), the philosophy of CRT explains how 
the experiences of people of the White race and people of color are in conflict with one 
another.  Ladson-Billings (1998) has developed a conceptual whiteness and a conceptual 
blackness.  She feels that conceptual categories such as school achievement, maleness, 
beauty, and intelligence are related to whiteness while conceptual categories like gangs, 
welfare recipients, and under class are related to blackness.  These latter categories 
produce some of the labels used to identify Blacks.      
Annette Henry (2007) in “There’s Salt-Water in Our Blood” suggested that many 
CRT theorists “envision oral history and interviewing [as] an important research method 
for participants from marginalized groups who are rarely invited to name and define their 
realities” (p.333).  In my research, I used interviewing as my primary method for 
gathering data.  I used CRT to lay the foundation for a discussion of differences among 
science teachers’ beliefs and practices.  Some of the more privileged Whites see Blacks 
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as inferior teachers for African American children and believe that Whites have the right 
to be in control of Blacks and do a better job of teaching them.   
The stories of Black female science teachers, obtained from the interviews, were 
used to examine the retired teachers’ perspectives in the light of CRT.  These retired 
African American urban science teachers identified how they engaged their students and 
helped them advance to the next level and how they handled challenging situations from 
their students. 
 This study has identified and describes precepts held by retired African American 
science teachers about their practices and their relationships with Black students.  In 
“Culturally Responsive Classroom Management: Awareness into Action,” Weinstein, 
Curran, and Tomlinson-Clarke (2003) indicated that definition and expectations of 
appropriate behavior are culturally influenced, and conflicts are likely to occur when 
teachers and students come from different cultural backgrounds.  Further, in the article 
“White Women Speak, Black Women Write,” Pillay (2011) explained how White 
teachers in African American schools do not try to teach Black students but only want 
Blacks to mimic the attitudes and behaviors of Whites.  
  Culturally influenced scholars have illuminated many negative labels used to refer 
to Black students and teachers in the educational community.  According to Ladson-
Billings (2009) such names as Jezebel, Mammy, and Sapphire were given to African 
American teachers.   I believe that these types of labels used to identify African American 
teachers give teachers a poor self-image and may be reasons for lack of learning in the 
classroom.  Also, when people use negative labels such as “at risk,” “special needs,” and 
such statements as “Benny can’t learn,” those labels can cause the students to shrink 
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instead of reaching their potential.  Tragically, students allow those labels to define who 
they are.  Students have the tendency to accept what they hear from adults and internalize 
it as the truth.  The stereotypical names given to teachers and their teaching practices and 
to students of color could cause academic failure for people of color.   
Are you struggling with the old names people called you and the old images you 
have of yourself?  Nothing will change in your life until changes happen in your mind.  
The language that we use can be damaging to others.  We should consider the words we 
use and make sure they do not hurt others.  We should allow our speech to be graceful 
and reasoned.  As in all generations before us, we still seem to be plagued by 
misunderstandings, poorly chosen or hasty words, gossip, and untruths.  Patterns of 
incorrect speech were problems centuries ago and are still problems in schools today.  
Perhaps we need a certain type of device that would be small enough to carry everywhere 
we go. This device would be wireless and connected to our hearts, which would give us 
an electric shock when our speech is not appropriate. 
As life moves forward and the world is in a hurry to handle life’s struggles, 
everyone should stop and look back at our educational, political, and social situations.  
We should think about how our educational systems are geared to advance Whites.  
Leonardo (2009) referred to the work of Hurtado (1996) when he observed, “The study of 
white privilege has pushed critical pedagogy into directions that account for the 
experience of the oppressors’ identity” (p. 261).  Our social situations should be looked at 
from a neutral standpoint where every race can benefit and no one is oppressed.  Our 
educational system surely should benefit all children instead of one particular set of 
children.  According to Gillborn (2005), the policies and practices for education have not 
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changed; the intent of policies is the same and will continue to reinforce White 
supremacy even though some policies claim to benefit the minority race. Gillborn (2005) 
said, “Whiteness is not an insult on white people, but on the power of white 
identification.” Whites with their power and dominance make policies and practices to 
keep Blacks black and Whites white. 
Leonardo (2009) noted that White privilege must be complemented by an equally 
rigorous examination of White supremacy, or the analysis of White racial dominance 
perpetrated on people of color.  Racial privilege that White subjects accrue is because of 
skin color, hair texture, nose shapes, culture, and language, which multiply the privileges 
of whites (Hunter, 2005).  CRT explains how racial privileges are greater for the Whites 
than for people of color. 
 The American Educational Research Association of 1998 imagines that, by virtue 
of their race, Whites have unearned advantages over people of color (Leonardo, 2002).  
This means that Whites have more resources than people of color, which makes them the 
more dominant and the people of color the weaker race or those with fewer resources.  
The standards and resources are enforced by the stronger race.  There is no equality when 
it comes to education, according to CRT philosophy.  CRT continues to probe more 
deeply into the hearts and minds of Whites, who seem to believe they are still in slavery 
times.  African Americans cannot move forward because they are held in the past by the 
beliefs of the dominant race. CRT tells us that racism in the U.S. is much more endemic 
than an isolated one-on-one occurrence.  Racism is rooted in American institutions, 
education, politics, culture, and concepts of self-identity and group identity.  Guiner and 
Torris (2003) say that CRT and the color-blind debate are struggling to bring to the 
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forefront the many ways in which racial assumptions continue to operate in our society 
today.  
Definition of Terms 
According to Pajarees (1992), “Beliefs have been described as the most valuable 
psychological construct for teacher education; they are one of the most difficult to define 
since a belief does not lend itself to empirical investigation” (p. 308).  The following 
definitions were found on the World Wide Web using Cambridge Dictionaries Online: 
1. Beliefs: When you believe that something is true or real. 
2. Practices: Action rather than thoughts or ideas. 
3. Experiences: The process of getting knowledge or skill that is obtained from 
doing, seeing, or feeling things, or something that happens which has an effect on 
you. 
4. Critical Race Theory: How power and privilege operate in society and the impact 
they can have on race, class, ethnicity, and sexuality (Bell, 1995). 
5. Significant changes in the educational structure: Happen when different 
stakeholders in the educational community are the main persons who can make 
changes in educational strategies in the classroom.   
6. Systematic barriers in education: A barrier to learning is anything that stands in 
the way of a child’s being able to learn effectively.    
7.  Myths about Black students and Black science teachers: Happen where academic 
performance is based on factors that Blacks have very little power to control.   
8. Motivational factors/influences: Ways teachers use to motivate their students in 
order for them to achieve academically and have success in school.  
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9. Administrative support or lack thereof: The role the administrator/principal in the 
school plays in providing support for the teacher. 
Teachers’ beliefs and practices guide the ideals, behaviors, and actions of teachers in the 
classroom.  In the case of these five retired African American female urban middle 
school science teachers, their beliefs and practices allowed learning to take place. 
Delimitations 
  The boundaries and scope of this study were defined through a Critical Race 
Theory perspective on female retired urban science teachers’ beliefs and practices.    
According to Roberts (2010), the researcher controls the delimitations.   I decided to use 
qualitative research including phenomenological stories of retired female science teachers 
about their beliefs and practices while working in an urban school district (Merriam, 
2009).   I used a semi-structured interview to format a series of questions recording the 
reactions and responses given by the respondents (Merriam, 2009).  Another delimitation 
was that each participant in the study had taught science in a large urban school district in 
grades six, seven or eight. The participants’ students were from mostly Black schools.  
Some students had English as their second language.  Some had free and reduced lunch, 
and some were labeled “behavior problems,” “special education,” and “at-risk” by the 
schools they attended.  The teachers were African American retired teachers.  As the 
researcher, I chose to interview each participant at home.  The sample size was five 
retired science teachers who had taught science in an urban school district for the 
majority of their teaching careers. 
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Reason of the Study 
It is mandatory that teachers are able to motivate and engage students in the 
learning process.  It is just as important that teachers can manage all the variables that 
may arise in their classrooms and can control the students’ learning in the classroom.  In 
my years of teaching I have seen many teachers come and go in the urban school system.  
The teachers come into the schools thinking that their training as a teacher will be 
sufficient for them to deal with the classroom demands.  They do not receive training on 
how to deal with irate parents, students whose behaviors are not acceptable in the 
classroom, teachers that want to talk with them as if they were one of the students, and 
principals who think that the schoolhouse is the only life and house that they have.  It 
would be nice if teachers came into the system with the experience that is needed to 
direct and guide them through the challenges in the teaching profession.  This study could 
be significant for urban school districts and individual schools that want to hold onto 
teachers with potential.  The teaching profession is constantly failing and loosing quality 
teachers.   Allowing retired female science teachers to tell their stories about their beliefs 
and practices and share them with others in the profession could provide the knowledge 
base to help struggling teachers to turn around their practice into successful teaching that 
motivates student learning and improves the educational profession as a whole.  
From a CRT perspective the policies and laws that are set up in the educational 
system that we think will benefit poor Black children are structured for failure in an 
urban school district although they may be beneficial for Whites or the upper echelon.  
Some of the research concerning Black retired female teachers can be seen in a different 
light when these women tell their stories about how they handled their classroom 
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challenges.  Knowing about their beliefs and practices could make science classroom 
experiences in education significant and rewarding, even if we cannot influence the 
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CHAPTER TWO: REVIEW OF LITERATURE 
	  
Introduction 
 What do teachers know about the effect racism has had on the educational 
system? Teachers have seen how racism impacts the lives of every American daily, 
whether they choose to acknowledge it or not. Teachers know that many in polite society 
would rather suffer in silence than speak of their suffering publicly. Racism is a scourge 
of epidemic proportions: a living and breathing plague so nasty that it should offend the 
consciousness of every human being it touches. Teachers know that racism permeates the 
society of this country and shows no sign of easing up (Delgado, 1995).  
To date there has been little research on the knowledge of Black retired female 
science teachers concerning how their teaching careers were affected by racism in the 
aftermath of Brown v. Board of Education and the fight for free and equitable education 
for Black and poor children in America.  Brown was a farce to appease the public.  We 
know that immediately following Brown, the courts placed seven hundred plus school 
districts directly under desegregation orders.  The public record reveals that many of 
those court-ordered school districts have not been monitored or held to compliance.  
Despite the lack of empirical evidence about whether or not the subjects of this study 
were affected by the repercussions following Brown, there is sufficient evidence from 
public record to point to the possibility of their victimization. 
Advantages of Experienced Teachers 
Experienced teachers offer years of institutional knowledge, teaching experience, 
and classroom skills that are beneficial to staff and students.  Successful teachers develop 
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working relationships with everyone in the school building and the community.  They 
learn how to motivate the students; they get to know parents of students and other 
siblings that might attend the school.  They become a bridge between the student and 
educational objectives, and they can carry much responsibility that could keep the school 
operating efficiently.  According to a 2004 staff report of a large urban city, over seventy 
percent of the most experienced teachers (those with twenty-five or more years of 
teaching experience) were likely to retire over the following few years (National Center 
for Education Statistics, 2005).  This will provide a huge shortage in the education 
profession.  Learning the factors that motivated African American teachers interested in 
science education and contributed to their success in the science classroom can be very 
useful.  What are the characteristics of these retired teachers who persisted in the urban 
school setting in spite of the odds?   How did they motivate their students?   How did 
they deal with the conundrum of failures in the school environment?   
In the field of science education it is important to understand the reasons that 
teachers remain teaching in the urban setting and the elements related to their success and 
persistence (Barton & Tobin, 2001).  The interviews with the African American retired 
urban science/laboratory teachers supply this information.  The teachers were deeply 
committed to their students’ success, which motivated them to manage their classrooms. 
The teachers were receptive to the training, knowledge, and skills they developed during 
their teaching careers.  Haberman (2011) pointed out that psychologists refer to beliefs as 
a personal disposition to act; sociologists refer to them as core values.  Haberman 
believed that selection, not training was paramount.  Pick the right people and they would 
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learn to implement successful strategies; pick the wrong people and any pre-service or in-
service professional development would fall on an educational wasteland. 
Social Experiences of the Retired Science Teachers 
The science teachers in this study used many different strategies to communicate 
new knowledge to their students in order for learning to take place. The teachers’ 
interactions with the students and the way the learners came to retain and develop some 
of the concepts depended on the teachers’ explanations of the lessons and the time spent 
and tactics the teachers used in disbursing the information to the students.  With time and 
the right mentor, the learner becomes linked with the ideas of science and interacts and 
connects with scientific phenomena.  The science laboratory is a unique resource.  It can 
enhance student interest in and knowledge of science concepts and procedures and can 
help students gain cognitive skills in order to develop new understandings (Lunetta 
1988).  
This study uncovered some of the beliefs held by the retired African American 
female science teachers about their work and some of the difficulties that they 
encountered throughout their careers.  The most significant problem teachers mentioned 
was the constant disruptions in their classrooms, and the many attempts they made to 
modify classroom behavior, an issue that Lewis (1999) addresses.  The teachers also 
discussed relationships with parents, administrators, and staff.  These issues have been 
used as criteria in research aimed at identifying the nature of the classroom environment, 
the school-level environment, and types of schools (Fraser, 1994).  Disruptions from the 
adults and the children at school can become a chain reaction that can make the teaching 
and learning environment impossible.  From my own experience, I can remember times 
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when my class was quiet and we were concentrating on our lesson when one of the other 
teachers would come into my room and interrupt my class by walking across the room 
and giving one of the students a paper, or wanting to know if it was all right to pass out 
lunch checks.  The class would be interrupted, and I would have to try and regain order 
and get students on task again after the disruption.  The principal would come into the 
classroom without addressing me, pull one or more students out of the room with no 
regard to what I was teaching or how much this disturbed my class, and then I would 
have to get the students focused back on the assignment.  Parents had the tendency to 
come into the classroom without an appointment, wanting to meet with the teacher.  This 
behavior caused major distractions for the teacher and students.  
Knowledge of the subject matter, of ways to motivate students, interactions with 
the building community, and involvement with parents are some of the strategies that 
teachers must utilize in order to achieve success in the classroom (Rutherford, 1964). 
Strategies Used in Student Engagement 
Effective science instruction has the potential to improve attitudes toward science 
and heighten the motivation to learn science (Koballa, 1992).  Urban teachers need to 
develop strategies that will help their students to be successful in spite of the limitations.  
The teacher needs to be compassionate because the students have so many issues to deal 
with and sometimes the teacher is the only adult that a child can talk with.  Teachers need 
to have high expectations for their students as this can help to motivate some students to 
do their best.  Students need consistency and structure; just knowing that the teacher is 
there for them is a major factor in their development.  The teacher’s presence and 
attention give students that added stability of knowing that they can accomplish the 
Retired	  African	  American	  Female	  Urban	  Middle	  School	  Science	  Teachers’	  Beliefs	  and	  Practices	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
31	  
	  
success intended for them.   All students need to know that their teachers love them and 
want only the best for them. 
Regarding engagement of students to get the highest academic achievement, 
Tobin (2001) wrote that laboratory activities appeal as a way of allowing students to learn 
with understanding and at the same time to engage in the process of developing 
constructive knowledge by doing science.  To reach the students, the teacher should 
provide the opportunity in the laboratory for the student to reflect on findings, to clarify 
understandings and misunderstandings with peers, and to consult with the teacher.  
  Wise classroom management/motivational factors that successful retired teachers 
display are patience, understanding of students’ needs, and knowledge of how to help 
students advance to the next level (Nieto, 2003).  Science needs to be relevant to a child’s 
experience for the child to be successful (Haberman, 1995).  Teachers must be able to 
understand the child’s specific learning aptitude and experimental ability, and must be 
willing to listen and be flexible concerning a student’s needs in order to foster success in 
the science classroom/laboratory.  Urban science/laboratory teachers must be organized, 
creative, resourceful, and willing to look for help outside of their schools. 
Observation of achievement in science education over time, according to a recent 
report from the National Assessment of Educational Progress (2006), indicates students’ 
performance in urban schools was not only poor but far short of science scores in the 
nation as a whole.  At least half of eighth graders tested in science failed to demonstrate a 
basic understanding of the subject. This lack of student achievement in science points out 
the overwhelming need for qualified teachers of excellence (cited in Strawn, Fox, & 
Duck, 2008). 
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Science teachers’ beliefs and practices have become an ever-growing influence on 
learning, and learning is taking place all of the time, whether students realize it or not.  
Teachers must also be students, with the need to learn and grow along with the students.  
How and what students learn is oriented toward an outcome and a process.  Some 
achievement studies highlighted who is and is not achieving in science, demonstrating 
that a gap in achievement still exists between ethnic, racial, and socioeconomic groups as 
well as between high income and low income urban students (Barton, 2002). 
Valerie Janesick (2007) said, “Oral history is very valuable to qualitative 
research” (p. 113).  Oral history and qualitative research use multiple histories to tell the 
story.  This study has given African American retired female science teachers a voice as 
to how their beliefs and practices changed over their careers and how they achieved the 
best control of students’ behavior in an urban school setting and how learning took place. 
Critical Race Theory (CRT) 
When African American retired science/laboratory teachers tell their stories, will 
it really make an impact or eliminate the behaviors of discrimination in the educational 
system?  Will the voices of the oppressed be heard?  Will telling the stories really heal 
the years and years of oppression?  What needs to take place is that all people should be 
treated with dignity and learn how to treat others the way they want to be treated.  
According to Ladson-Billings (1998), CRT begins with the notion that racism is normal 
in American society.   CRT critiques liberalism and argues that Whites have been the 
primary beneficiaries of educational policies. 
Race is an organizing principle that cuts across class, gender and other imaginable 
social barriers.  Leonardo (2009) said that dominance does not happen out of random acts 
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of hatred.  But when dominance causes harm to other groups of people, it generates acts 
of hatred and unfair treatment to others that could be prevented if the dominant group 
wanted to prevent the unfair treatment.  The group that is oppressed by the dominator has 
no choice but to endure the oppression and unfair social treatment.  This treatment is 
transparent to the racial minority and should be transparent to the person inflicting the 
oppression on others. 
Educational policies and practices have not changed; their intent is the same, 
which is to continue to benefit White supremacy even though some policies and practices 
claim to benefit the minority race. Gillborn (2005) stated, “Whiteness is not an assault on 
white people but on the power of white identification.”  Blackness includes 
characteristics that Whites assume about Blacks. Whites make policies and practices to 
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CHAPTER THREE: METHODOLOGY 
 
Introduction 
  The qualitative researcher tries to understand how the world is constructed and to 
interpret the meaning of experiences (Merriam, 2009).  For my own research project I tried 
to gain a deeper understanding of how retired African American female urban science 
teachers’ beliefs and practices have changed over their careers.  Using formal interviews, I 
gathered data from African American retired female science teachers from the beginning, 
middle and the end of their teaching careers.  I asked the following questions: What did 
they perceive as the most critical problem while teaching?  What deficiencies did they have 
in their training that would have helped in their profession as a teacher?  I also asked these 
teachers to recall how they motivated students of color and how they handled some of the 
challenging behaviors of the students that they used to teach? I chose a basic qualitative 
research design using an element of a grounded theory approach.  I focused on the way 
people make sense of their experiences and on the coping mechanisms they use in a science 
laboratory setting (Merriam, 2009). 
 This study has given a voice to retired science teachers through narratives.  I 
wanted to know their stories.  I wanted to know the challenges these retired African 
American teachers had while teaching science skills.  My goal was to document the 
insights and practices of career urban science teachers and to capture their experiences 
and stories for future study.  I used the interview process to collect the data, which I 
coded by using some of the assumptions and codes that are fundamental to CRT as well 
as using open and axial coding that employed grounded theory analysis to identify 
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emergent themes as well.  I implemented semi-structured interviews designed in different 
educational areas of instruction.  The questions were open ended and general to allow the 
interviewee to control the conversation.  All the interviews were from retired African 
American females who had taught for twenty to thirty years or more in a middle school 
(grades six through eight).  These teachers all taught general science, which includes life, 
earth, and physical science content and laboratory skills.  I interviewed five middle 
school teachers, giving attention to their beliefs, practices, and social experiences with 
parents, administrators, science engagement in the classroom and changes that took place 
over their teaching careers. 
Research Question 
 The research question used in this study was as follows: How did retired African 
American female science teachers’ beliefs and practices change over their careers?  There 
were a set of sub-questions that followed: How did you motivate students of color in the 
learning process?  How did you handle challenging behavioral situations with students in 
the classroom?  How did you negotiate the politics of administration and interface with 
parents and community members to support student learning? 
Population and Sample  
The retired African American science teachers used for the study were teachers 
that I had associated with at science curriculum writing workshops during the summers, 
as well as at professional development workshops and trips to National Science Teacher 
Association (NSTA) meetings.  I used a convenient and snowball sample.  I asked these 
retired teachers to recommend other retired science teachers to be included in this study.  
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 This qualitative research study used grounded theory and purposeful sampling as 
a part of the selection process to gain insight and understanding of information from the 
participants involved in the study.  According to Merriam (2009) purposeful sampling 
lies in selecting information for study which teaches one a great deal about an issue, 
directly reflects on the purpose of the study, and allows one to be guided by the 
participants in the identification of rich information.  This study used semi-structured 
interviews (Flick 2006) for data collection because they are more flexible and show a 
great deal of variance.  I implemented a series of structured questions, recording the 
reactions and responses given by the particular respondent.  The interview question 
template is in Appendix A.  Topics hit upon the various research questions but left room 
for additional topics to be addressed.  The interviews were in person, recorded, and 
transcribed for coding.  The interview protocol and interjection of questions initiated 
deeper responses from the interviewees.  Questions focused on retired science teachers’ 
personal experiences in the classroom that allowed them to complete their careers as 
teachers.   
The interviews took place in the interviewees’ homes for comfort and with 
minimal distractions. I scheduled the interviews in the morning because I am at my best 
in the morning.  The morning interview time was acceptable for all the participants.  All 
participants in the interview process signed a consent form, and the interview was 
recorded.  
The letter of consent template is in Appendix C.  I explained to each participant 
that her real name would not be used and that a pseudonym would be used for the study.  
Each interview lasted no more than forty-eighty minutes.  Each participant was asked to 
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reflect on her professional experiences as an African American female in the science 
classroom.   What was the teacher’s highest educational level attained?  What is her 
highest educational degree? What challenges surrounded retired science teachers’ success 
and what caused them to persist to achieve the goal they attained in science education?  
How long had they taught science?   What area had they taught before teaching science?   
How did they use their beliefs and practices to gain insight into the students learning or 
not learning science concepts? What was their strongest or lowest point in their teaching 
experience?   This information can be found in Appendices D-H. 
I was very interested in what the teachers said about their successful and non-
successful strategies and interventions that they used for attitude and behavioral 
adjustments of students in the science setting.  Since I knew some of the participants, I 
made a concerted effort to be as consistent as possible with all the participants, to stay 
focused throughout the study and concentrate on the advantages of experienced teachers.  
I tried to determine the factors that motivated African American teachers’ interest in 
science and laboratory education, what factors contributed to their success in science 
education, and what ways they used to evaluate their beliefs and practices in science.   
How did they engage the students to get the highest academic achievement?  What 
strategies did they use to motivate the students?   What were some of the changing views 
of science education over time that affected students’ learning or teachers’ teaching 
strategies? 
Ethical Considerations 
 This study did not cause any threat to its participants.  I identified myself as a 
doctoral student seeking to give retired African American science teachers a voice 
Retired	  African	  American	  Female	  Urban	  Middle	  School	  Science	  Teachers’	  Beliefs	  and	  Practices	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
38	  
	  
concerning their beliefs and practices and the ways their teaching strategies changed over 
their careers.  I changed the names of participants in all transcribed materials.  I 
conducted the research with consistency and used multiple changes to interpret the data.  
To interpret the participants’ understanding of the questions, I repeated the answers for 
clarity and listened to tape recordings of the interviews.  Since I knew some of the 
participants, I knew that the data yielded a holistic interpretation of the answers to the 
questions asked.  All participants were asked the same basic questions, but I included 
other questions that stemmed from their responses to the original questions. The 
understanding of reality is the researcher’s interpretation of participants’ understanding of 
the phenomenon of interest (Merriam, 2002).  I was very careful in collecting and 
analyzing the data. According to Firestone (1987), qualitative research may not provide 
the reader with a step-by-step description of the entire process; we must give enough 
evidence to establish trust with our readers that the procedures were carried out faithfully. 
 As the researcher I checked the responses received from each interviewee by 
repeating what was said to verify that I had understood correctly what the participant 
said.  Merriam (2009) paraphrased Maxwell (2005), who said that for ensuring internal 
validity, credibility member checks, called respondent validation, could be used where 
the interviewer solicits feedback from the people she interviewed (cited in Merriam, 
2009, p. 217). 
 Reliability refers to the research findings being replicated.  Merriam’s (2009) 
paraphrase of Wolcott (2005) underscores the inappropriateness of considering reliability 
in studying human behavior.  In order to achieve reliability, a researcher must manipulate 
conditions so that replication can be assessed (cited in Merriam, 2009, p. 220); this is not 
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the goal of qualitative studies.  However, trustworthiness was achieved through the 
personal relationships and trust between respondents and the researcher.  These teachers 
served as guides to sort out the meaning of their words and experiences.  Access to 
informal dialogue as follow up enhanced trustworthiness. 
Data Analysis 
 I recorded all interviews and transcribed the findings using an open coding 
approach (Corbin & Struss, 1990).  The transcription template is in Appendix B.  As 
interviewer, I opened up the data and exposed thoughts and meanings of the text, looking 
at small pieces of information that stood alone.  I looked at the data in each of the 
interviews, making notes and comparing the findings.  I examined the data for similarities 
and differences, cross checking and looking for consistency.  As I saw the codes emerge, 
I did in-depth, detailed analysis, using axial coding to relate the codes and put them into 
basic groups to show the relationships of the codes and to organize them into conceptual 
themes.   I continued to inspect the data until I fitted the codes into categories and 
subcategories of major themes.  I considered how the data was captured and how it 
allowed retired African American science teachers’ voices to be heard through their 
stories, and I became aware of the potential of this research to increase the current body 
of knowledge. 
Limitations 
As a retired science teacher myself, I have inside information on some of these 
retired teachers’ working habits and have heard them speak about their relationships with 
their students, staff, administrators, and parents.  My relationship with these retired 
teachers could be a limitation; even though we never worked in the same building, we 
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participated in workshops together.  Another limitation is using only African American 
female science teachers, which could cause the data to be one sided because I would not 
have the viewpoints from any other sex or race. No other ethnic groups’ voices were 
heard in this study.  Other limitations are the middle school grade level and the type of 
district engaged in the study, as well as the number of participants used, even though it 
was agreed upon that five retired teachers were sufficient.  When it comes to science, 
which is my passion, I did not allow my bias about what I know about science to limit or 
interfere in this study.  These retired science teachers did tell their own stories and 
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CHAPTER FOUR: DATA ANALYSIS 
	  
Introduction 
  The philosophy that teachers talk about teaching and learning is central to their 
ideas about their practices (Pajares, 1992).  The teachers’ beliefs and practices are 
important to teachers’ knowledge of the subject matter.  The purpose of this study was to 
answer the following question: How have the beliefs and practices of retired African 
American female urban middle school science teachers (RAAFUMSST) changed over 
the course of their careers? 
 Through my analysis I heard RAAFUMSST voices ring out concerning their 
beliefs and practices that caused them to endure long careers and retire from an urban 
school district.  After interviewing these teachers, I analyzed the influences throughout 
their teaching careers that were vital to their dealing with students and that allowed them 
to remain in the education profession.  The interviewees’ responses were affected by their 
upbringing and the people who influenced their lives in special ways.  The participants 
explained how family members played an important role in their success in the 
educational arena.  Some of the interviewees’ practices and expectations caused them to 
continue pushing their students to higher and higher heights. 
Demographics 
 For this qualitative research I used grounded theory and purposeful sampling as a 
part of the process in order to gain a meaning from the observations I made.  The 
participants in this study were RAAFUMSST from a large urban school district.  I 
interviewed five teachers, all of whom had from twenty to thirty years of experience 
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teaching science in the same district.  Each interviewee identified a place of comfort for 
her interview that provided minimal distractions.  The observations recorded in this 
chapter resulted from the interviews of the five participants, using an open coding 
approach to transcribe and elicit information in their own words describing their practices 
and beliefs about teaching.  The themes that emerged from the data are discussed using a 
narrative, descriptive format.  I describe the physical environment of each location in 
which the interview took place to help convey context.  
Changes in Educational Strategies   
A variety of stakeholders in the educational community can make changes in 
educational strategies in the classroom.  New strategies can change the climate and 
culture of the classroom and the school, and can even change the people introducing the 
change.  The stakeholders must believe that the change will make a difference that would 
allow everyone who is involved to develop the skills needed to advance to the next level.  
The significant changes in educational strategies of the school bring about changes in the 
people and the relationships among the people.  These relationships dictate how work is 
done or not done.   Fullan and Stiegelbauer (1991) believed that creating relationships at 
all levels supports inquiry, reflection, trust and innovation, which are essential for change 
and student learning. See Appendix E, Changes in Educational Strategies. 
 Nelson Mandela said, “Education is the most powerful weapon which you can use 
to change the world.”  Education has become an area where all students have the 
opportunity to be the best that they can be. A teacher comes to class to teach students, 
and his or her role and responsibility are directed toward the students’ role and the 
learning that the teacher expects from students.   The students are expected to come to 
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class to take in knowledge directly and to interact with the teacher and other students.  
The quality of the teaching and its effects on students vary among teachers, as do the 
roles and responsibilities of students. 	   	   
System Barriers in Science 
A barrier to learning is anything that stands in the way of a child’s being able to 
learn efficiently and effectively.   A learner may experience one or more barriers to 
learning throughout his or her education.   System barriers to learning are barriers created 
by the education system itself.  Some of the system barriers that impact our children are 
social, cultural, and economic in nature and can include poverty, single-parent 
households, lack of parent involvement, and negative labels given to students by the 
educational community.   See Appendix F, System Barriers in Education.  A popular 
assumption is that the families of students of color and socioeconomically disadvantaged 
students do not value education in the same ways that their middle- and upper-class 
White counterparts do (Bourdieu, 1997).  All of these barriers help shape the dynamics of 
the school. 
 Major levels of deficiency have been found within the core subject of science.   
Students in high-poverty areas have limited access to high-level mathematics and science 
classes (Oakes, 2005). Sociocultural positioning has created an environment in which 
there is an absence of science for those in low-track classes in urban schools (Barton & 
Tobin, 2001).   One of the most detrimental impacts is supported by research that 
suggests that students of color continue to be over represented in special education and in 
the least academically rigorous, non-college-prep tracks of their schools (Russo & 
Talbert-Johnson, 1997; Patton, 1998; Coutinho & Oswald, 2000; Noguera, 2001; Oakes, 
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2005; Conchas, 2006).   While interviewing African American female science teachers 
from an urban school setting, I asked them to identify some of the social and cultural 
dynamics of the school and the programs geared to benefit students with cultural 
deficiencies.  
Myths about Black Teachers/Students  
School performance and achievement are interpreted through the lens of African 
American students and their parents in the context of “cultural identity” relationships to 
Whites who control schools, and their upward mobility status (Gibson & Ogbu, 1991).  
Students’ academic performance is based on factors that they may have very little power 
to control.  The decisions that are made with very little input from students affect career 
decisions, planning, and self-efficacy.  See Appendix G, Myths about Black 
Teachers/Students. 
Those who decide what is important for learning are influenced by their own 
limited background and experience, possibly ignoring the viewpoints of many who could 
be deprived of aspects of diversity that should be part of their world (Nieto, 2004).  There 
is compelling evidence that these marginalized groups do not realize a direct correlation 
between acquisition of academic skills and upward mobility in society, as expressed by 
Gibson and Ogbu (1991). 
Some researchers have identified poverty, family dysfunction, transience, and 
lack of emphasis on academic achievement as possible causes of the achievement 
disparities (McGinnis & Stefanich, 2007).  The factors that affect school performance and 
achievement shape self-efficacy (Florence, 2010) of students.  Self-efficacy is the critical 
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factor in academic performance and school success for African American youth (Jonson-
Reid, Davis, Saunders, Williams, & Williams, 2005).  
Motivational Factors/ Influences 
It is easy for a teacher to work with students who are self-motivated.  However, a 
lack of student motivation can be frustrating for the teacher.  All students bring to the 
classroom a different array of learning styles.  They have different interests and different 
life experiences.  They come from different socioeconomic and ethnic backgrounds.  
These differences make the teacher’s job more challenging when it comes to motivating 
students and making each class unique.  It is the teacher’s job to find ways to motivate 
students in order for them to achieve academically and have success in school.  Positive 
motivation can reduce class tardiness and disruptive behavior, and can increase academic 
effort.  According to Sprick (1985), teachers should encourage and motivate students 
from the first day in the classroom. See Appendix H, Motivational Factors/Influences 
Administrative Support or Lack Thereof  
Because of administrators’ ineffectiveness in the management of student conduct, 
teachers spend a large amount of time on classroom management before they have a 
chance to impart scientific knowledge.  See Appendix I, Administrative Support or Lack 
Thereof.  Teachers’ abilities to organize the classroom and manage student behavior are 
critical to achieving positive educational outcomes (Brophy, 2006).  Racial inequality in a 
color-blind world is a problem in our educational system.  The administrator/principal in 
the school should be the lead supporter of the teacher. The principal’s relationship with 
teachers, parents, and staff should create harmony and a positive school climate (Fraser 
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1994).  Many teachers transfer or leave a district altogether because they lack the 
principal’s support. 
PARTICIPANT 1: Georgia 
Setting: 
 The walkway of the well-manicured lawn of Georgia’s home led to an equally 
impressive front porch adorned with a double-door entrance.  Stepping through the 
double doors, I followed my hostess down a short hall to an immaculately remodeled 
kitchen where she served muffins and hot tea.  The participant appeared to be a 
meticulous housekeeper and a well-prepared hostess.   
Participant’s Background: 
Georgia is a retired African American science teacher after twenty-two years of 
teaching eighth grade science at a historic all Black school that graduated many of the 
prominent Black people in the city.  Her beliefs and practices were established early in 
her teaching career as she tried to give all her students a sense of pride and respect.  
Georgia held a strong parental presence in her classroom.  Part of her success was due to 
her systematically visiting the homes of her students at the beginning of the school year 
to introduce herself and explain her teaching style and expectations to both students and 
parents.  To her benefit, many of her parents were former students.  Her past relationships 
with these former students made the current parents cooperative and supportive, helping 
out when needed.  This is how Georgia describes her life: 
I was born and raised in Fayette County, Tennessee.  I was an only child from a 
two-parent household.  My grandparents were responsible for my upbringing 
because they were the most financially able.  My grandfather died when I was 
eight years old; however, I recall my grandmother always reading to me and 
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telling me that I would be someone special and that I could be all that I could be 
through reading and going through interesting adventures in my readings.  On 
Saturday my grandparents would make sure that I had anywhere from one to two 
books to read. Looking back on the past and how people helped me when I could 
not help myself, encouragement from my grandparents, church and community 
made me feel that I should help someone else.  In 1955, I moved to St. Louis, 
Missouri.  I started as a teacher’s aide in the kindergarten in 1973 with a large 
urban school district, moving from kindergarten to third grade and from there to 
the seventh grade, where I first came in contact with one of the best science 
teachers in the district. At that time science certification was not a requirement.  
In 1978 I received my science certification and was introduced to my first science 
classroom, where my teaching style incorporated the learning centers and inquiry 
that I had experienced and learned from my mentor. (Georgia, 14-37) 
Georgia graduated from Tennessee State University with a Bachelor of Science in 
Education and a Master’s in Social Studies.  After graduation she and her grandmother 
relocated in Saint Louis, Missouri.  Georgia took a job as a teacher’s aide at an 
elementary school that served K-8 graders.  Fortunately for Georgia, she was assigned to 
the top teacher in the building. She observed the top teacher on a daily basis.  Georgia 
came to the realization that she too needed to be in a classroom teaching young people. 
Georgia had found her calling.  She wanted to teach and, more importantly, she wanted to 
model her teaching style after this exemplary teacher.  Georgia explains her decision to 
become an elementary teacher:  
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While working under the elementary teacher, I tried to learn as much as I could 
because I knew that one day I would be the teacher and have my own classroom.  
I could hardly wait for that day.  I admired her style of teaching and her methods 
of relating to the students and parents.  My philosophy was that others had helped 
me to accomplish my dreams, so I wanted to help my students to be the best they 
could be.  The seventh-grade teacher left for personal reasons, and the principal 
offered me an eighth-grade science class, even though I had never taught science 
before and at that time there was no special criteria, no certifications were needed 
to teach science (self-contained classroom). I accepted the position as the eighth-
grade science teacher. I patterned my teaching style after the teacher whose room 
I had worked in previously.  I imitated her method of dealing with the students, 
parents, and other personnel in the building. (Georgia, 102-111) 
Changes in Educational Strategies: 
 The teacher’s role is constantly changing in the educational system. Teachers are 
role models and confidants to the students while they are at school. They act as parents 
and only want the best for the child.  The students bring to class with them some of the 
changes that take place at home, and the teacher has to deal with these significant 
changes that the students go through. The interaction between the teacher and student is 
the teacher’s responsibility.  Teachers must get it right so that learning will take place.  
Georgia went back to school to get certified in science after the district announced 
that all science teachers had to be certified to teach science.  Her story reflected that her 
success in science was centered on her training that she had received from the first 
teacher she worked with.  All that time there were no science materials or equipment to 
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use in science; there were only old, raggedy textbooks.  Fortunately, to her credit, 
Georgia was creative in her teaching of scientific theory.  
Georgia started teaching during a time when children went to the school in their 
own neighborhoods.   Many of the students in her class had pets.   Georgia was a firm 
believer that any moment was a teachable moment, and she used pets to teach the 
children about taking care of living things.  She and her students regularly walked the 
neighborhood streets and alleys to collect rocks and leaves to take back to class for 
examination. The students visually examined the texture of these objects and recorded the 
differences in the objects. Students would then exchange objects and repeat the 
examination with a new object. 
Being visible in the neighborhood gave Georgia a close relationship with the 
students and the parents because her presence encouraged community involvement.  A lot 
of the mothers were homemakers and were more than happy to help by collecting items 
that could be used for science supplies or equipment.  The collaborations between 
Georgia and the parents were successful because most homework assignments were 
geared around whatever items could be collected from the parents and the community.  
This is Georgia’s take on significant changes: 
When I started, there were no pacing guides that dictated what lesson the students 
should be on and how long they had to stay on each lesson.  I noticed that the 
teachers had more classroom responsibility with no afterschool pay or 
compensation.  Attendance, report cards, and lesson plans are now being done on 
computers, but we used to have to come early and stay late to make sure those 
items were completed before we left school. Administrative structure was top 
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heavy.  They now have curriculum specialists or academic administrators and 
many others in administrative positions with high salaries that offer little or no 
assistance to struggling teachers. Student test scores are still low.  Students must 
have so many hours of homework each week, and most schools have students 
wearing uniforms.  Most of the academic curriculum has changed to fit the needs 
of our changing world, but we as educators—are we meeting the changing needs 
of our students? (Georgia, 118-125) 
System Barriers in Science: 
When Georgia began teaching, children walked to school, and elementary school 
included grades K-8.  The students who went to school in the neighborhood had basically 
the same cultural and social background. Georgia said that the family structure consisted 
of grandparents, a working father, mother, and children.  Everything that the family 
needed was in the community where they lived.  Even though many of the families lived 
below the poverty level, they had strong family ties.  The communities were drug infested 
with lots of violence and corruption running through them. Georgia expounds on her 
classroom recollections:  
I recall basically a male dominated classroom.  There were about 15 boys and 12 
girls at the beginning of the school year, all African American.  I started the 
semester by explaining to the students about goals, detailing the meaning of short- 
and long-term goals.  The young girls in the class were quiet, but the boys were 
quite vocal.  They stated that they didn’t think they would see five years down the 
road.  In fact, they felt they wouldn’t live to see another year, so why set goals?  
The students voiced their opinion that they could make more money selling drugs 
than they could earn on a job.  By the second semester, my enrollment had 
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dropped from 15 boys to 10; the number of girls remained the same. (Georgia, 
127-131) 
Sadly, Georgia remembered that the students who did not return to school the second 
semester were generally the boys who did not know their fathers; she sensed a feeling of 
anger against their absentee fathers.  Here is what she had to say on the matter: 
As a classroom manager I basically believed in structured activities from the 
minute the period began.  I can remember having a password, and the password 
was related to their homework.   I gave them the password and it was science 
related.  It might have been something like “give the scientific steps to the 
scientific method.”  On the next day they had to relate this to me before entering 
the classroom.  The ones that did not know the answer had to go to the end of the 
line.  The ones that knew the answer to the password were able to go into the class 
and start their activities, while the others had to find the answer to the password 
before starting the laboratory activity for the day. I made sure that all my students 
were engaged from the beginning of the period until the end of the period.  This 
helped to keep down negative behavior and kept the students on task. (Georgia, 
134-146) 
Myths about Black Teachers/Students: 
Georgia stated that in her discipline she had to attend continuing education 
programs, workshops, in-service, and vocational conferences for professional 
development.  She says time in a school day to analyze data and time in the school year 
to re-teach are essential to student progress. The myth that test data is a good tool for 
evaluating teachers is greatly over exaggerated because standardized tests are only one 
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indicator of student growth.  Here is Georgia’s analysis on the problem of myths about 
Black teachers and students: 
The myth that classroom data is for teachers only is untrue because such data can 
help parents and students.  Parents can use this data to work with their child at 
home.  Parents’ involvement in their child’s education is so important.  Sharing 
this data with students can help them become more involved in their own 
progress; perhaps this will motivate some student to try harder in science.  
Poverty in itself does not result in poor student learning, and neither does the 
single-parent household.  However, lack of parent involvement in their child’s 
education can definitely result in students being ill prepared for entry into school 
and through school.  There must be parental involvement in the education of 
children to optimize their potential to excel.   I think what was a really good thing 
for me as a science teacher is that the parents were my support system, and if I 
saw them outside of the school setting, it was just like seeing a friend.  Toward 
the end of my teaching career I was teaching science to my former students’ 
children, and that helped with discipline a lot. (Georgia, 185-189) 
Motivational Factors/Influences: 
 While I was interviewing Georgia, she shared that her main reason for staying in 
the urban school district was to help children of her race and income status as they were 
growing up.  She saw education as a way out of poverty.  Georgia recounted an event that 
happened when she was growing up in the inner city of Saint Louis.  As an only child, 
she did not know she was poor until a teacher told her entire class that they were poor.  
Georgia did not believe her.  So she raced home for lunch and asked her mother.  Her 
mother sadly answered her, “Yes, baby, we are poor.” Georgia was devastated, and from 
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that moment on she decided to embrace education as a way of doing better in life.  It was 
this decision that gave her the drive to spend the next twenty plus years in the teaching 
profession.  Georgia explained her stance: 
 I could see myself over and over with each new class of students.  
Education is empowering to me, and I wanted to share that empowerment with 
my students.  I endured the educational discrepancies by supplementing old 
textbooks and equipment with outside resources.  I attended my professional 
workshops and conferences, always grabbing examination copies of new textbook 
materials disks, workbooks, etc.  Two government-supported agencies adopted 
my school (on different occasions) and allowed my students to visit their 
employment sites and shadow their employees for a day.  The Board had a Career 
Exploration Department that set up visits at workplaces and institutions of higher 
education.  I frequently signed up my classes to participate.  It was most 
disappointing when half of my students did not attend school on the field trip day 
after parental permission had been given prior to the date. (Georgia, 152-155) 
Georgia said that she had very few discrepancies in the science laboratory because her 
students would check each other about their behavior.  When there was a captain of a 
team, the captain would automatically check the people in the group and say, “We have a 
problem here,” which alerted her to move toward the problem. There was always a parent 
close by, and at that time parents would not get into trouble for paddling a student. 
Administrative Support or Lack Thereof: 
When I asked Georgia about the support she received, she explained that she tried 
to work with administrators (principals, department heads/chairs) and rarely called on the 
American Federation of Teachers Union for representation.  She worked with fellow 
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colleagues and support staff throughout the school to create a supportive learning 
environment for her students.  She maintained membership in both the St. Louis Teachers 
Union - Local 420 and Missouri State Teachers Association, while employed by the St. 
Louis Schools.  Membership in those two organizations was in addition to membership in 
other professional organizations in her discipline.  Georgia felt that it was important to 
have an advocate if one was needed. Georgia said: 
The building principal (African American male) always encouraged me. He gave 
me positive feedback on my methodology in teaching, and complimented me on 
the success of the students.  The administrators could see my internal interests in 
the success of the students.  I received complimentary output from my building 
principal.  The district office made frequent visits to my classroom because of the 
work I was doing with my students.  Sometimes they were the only students in the 
school to be recognized by the district officials.  My students and I received 
several certificates from the district administrators and district science supervisor 
for my work with the students.  I remembered them coming to tape my class 
presentation, and the class responses as a whole were right on target.  They aired 
my class on channel eleven. (Georgia, 240-252) 
Even as the years went on and the students changed somewhat, Georgia said that she still 
enjoyed the teaching process.  She still could look to the inside of the child or individual 
student and see the best, and she was not disappointed. 
PARTICIPANT 2: Delores 
Setting: 
 Delores lived in the center house of four homes located on a cul-de-sac.  When 
turning onto to her street off the main street entering her sub-division, I could see a two-
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story home with round columns supporting the porch, with green shrubbery surrounding 
the front of the home.  Once inside the house we entered the living room, which was 
furnished with light blue furniture and matching blue carpet.  There was a huge fireplace 
and mantel; over the mantel was a large mirror.  There was a tall white double bookcase 
filled with books that covered one of the walls in the room.  The interviewee and I sat on 
a white couch, and I placed the recorder on the coffee table in front of us.  There were 
some blue and white striped and checkered pillows on the couch behind me, and I asked 
Dolores if I could move the pillows.  I started the interview by explaining the purpose of 
the interview and getting her to sign the consent form.  I asked her to give me a little 
background about herself.  
Participant’s Background: 
 Delores is a retired African American science teacher who taught in an urban 
district for thirty years in four different schools.  Delores had just retired during the past 
four years.  She received her Bachelor of Science degree in Education, a Master’s degree 
in Biology, and an additional thirty hours in Computer Science.  Delores realized early in 
life that she wanted to be a teacher because she found herself always playing school with 
her siblings and she played the role of the teacher.  Delores believed that students should 
be supervised continuously, from the start of the day to the end of the day, and that the 
lessons should be well prepared and planned ahead of time.  It was important to her that 
all students be kept on task and engaged in the learning process at all times.  Here is 
Delores’s take on her background, in her own words: 
My parents both were strong advocates of education.  My mother wanted all her 
children, but especially her daughters, to be strong, independent women, and 
having a degree in education would allow for our independence.  As a teacher I 
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tried to include the use of all the modalities in my lessons.  I used art, music, 
writing, and role-playing in my lessons.  I needed all my students to be able to 
express themselves and understand to the best of their abilities. My classes were 
always student centered, and their success was most important to me. (Delores, 
40-45) 
Delores grew up in the City of St. Louis.  She had a basic Catholic education from 
kindergarten through twelfth grade.  She had a scholarship from Ursula Academy, where 
she did two years and did her last two years at St. Alfonso’s Rock School.  Delores 
received her Bachelor’s degree from a teachers college, earning a Bachelor in Elementary 
Education, K-8, and a minor in Special Education in the area of Learning Disabilities and 
the Emotionally Handicapped.  She received a Master’s in Educational Counseling, and 
went back and got a plus thirty in Science Education. 
Changes in Educational Strategies:  
Delores spent fifteen years teaching special education.  Then the district wanted 
all students to be exposed to science education, so she spent the next seventeen years 
teaching science to learning disabled students.  The students were in various grade levels.  
Some were sixth, seventh, and eighth graders with an academic level of a third grader.  
These students had short attention spans and were accustomed to doing whatever they 
wanted, which meant she really had to show tough love in order to convey a lesson to 
them.  She had to be long suffering and very observant with them.  Since the lessons were 
not all on the same level, she had to use differentiated instruction with the students. The 
same lesson could not be used with all the students, as was the case with the other science 
teachers in the building.  Delores said that her students never stopped trying to please her 
by trying hard to do their best for her.  When she gave them her undivided attention, they 
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performed like any other student without special needs.  Her philosophy was that of a 
coach.  She walked the children through the activities step by step.	  	  Delores, in her own 
words, describes her experiences: 
My older brother had cerebral palsy, and my mother and I used to go around the 
neighborhood collecting monies for children with birth defects.  That’s what made 
me want to work in special education and with special needs children, but not in 
science.  But that was where my career took me.  I only had about ten children, 
but they were very challenging and commanded lots of attention.  But my love for 
the children and my brother caused me to take a lot of classroom management 
classes that prepared me to have the patience and drive to give my all to these 
students.  At this time in my career I was more student centered because I knew 
that they needed me.  I saw myself as their only means of survival in the 
educational setting if they were going to be successful.  Other than that, they 
would go throughout their life with a negative label behind their name. (Delores, 
49-57) 
It was Delores’s desire to work with special education children in science that gave her  
a special fulfillment in life.  She was unable to help her brother, so she saw this as a way 
to help him by helping other students that were caught up in a situation that needed a 
special person with special training to help.  Her brother transitioned from earth to glory 
about four years after she started working with these students. 
Delores shared that she worked hard and long to get through to these students that 
were physically and mentally disabled.  She showed them much love and patience, 
teaching them behavior modification and very basic science skills.  She moved them from 
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one science skill to the next by constantly using teaching methods designed to cope with 
their disabilities, change their negative behavior, and get them to believe in themselves.  
Some of the students eventually were mainstreamed into the regular science classrooms. 
They went to the next science class with the capability and confidence in themselves that 
they could do just as well as the other students in science.  They always came back to 
Delores’s class if they were having difficulty or misunderstandings.  Delores shares her 
teaching efforts: 
I saw my teacher’s role and responsibilities change from being one who teaches 
methodology of learning to being a teacher who not only provided practice in the 
various subject areas. I also saw myself as one who modeled and provided 
examples to students.  My role changed from a teacher who directed to a teacher 
who worked alongside her students, who modeled and provided examples of the 
behaviors I wanted from my students, using role-playing and storytelling. I would 
use summarization to evaluate lessons with follow-up activities that moved them 
a step further with the activity.  I became a teacher who provided a service, and 
students were seen as consumers. (Delores, 60-65) 
Delores’s class size was always small because she was a special education science 
teacher.  In the beginning she had all Black students, and then transitioned into an 
international study school, where she had a couple of White students along with students 
from different countries.  Funding was given to schools with lower income students and 
for the purpose of increasing test scores.  These monies were later broken down to 
various areas in the schools. At the international study school the resource teacher would 
come in the special education room to sit in on the science class. This process was called, 
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“class within a class,” where the resource teacher would individually assist the student 
that was a part of the resource program. 
System Barriers in Science: 
Most of the programs in Delores’s school were geared toward increasing 
achievement, especially in test scores.  No Child Left Behind produced afterschool 
programs to help students who were scoring below level.  Delores was under the 
leadership of a Black principal who had high expectations for all students. She was also 
under the leadership of two White principals who had lower expectations for Black 
students.  One of the White principals even questioned the qualifications of a Black 
teacher with a doctorate degree.  However all the principals had a heavy focus on 
differentiated instruction, as compared to teaching all students the same lesson in the 
earlier years.  
Delores stated that the dynamics of the school were quite diversified in the 
beginning, but there was a definite trend to get rid of older Black teachers who had 
twenty-five plus years or more of service in the system.  She attributed fewer students in 
the district and less funding to the district’s firing policies.  Here is what Delores had to 
say about system barriers in education: 
I believe social barriers included children not being exposed to other people and 
other students outside of their families or other neighborhoods.  Income limited 
our students.  Education was geared toward what jobs the schools and educators 
thought students might possibly get in the society in which students live.  I 
believe Blacks were systematically in the “70” and were taught or geared toward 
service jobs.  As for cultural barriers, students were limited due to poverty and 
socioeconomic status.  I believe children stayed isolated in their neighborhood 
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and were later exposed to other races due to the structure and themes of the 
schools.  Also with magnet schools and desegregation, integration students and 
teachers crossed the racial and economic lines.  They went out of the school 
district through exchange programs, Black teachers going to teach at Southside 
schools, White teachers going to the schools on the North side, and city teachers 
exchanged with county teachers. (Delores, 74- 83) 
Delores added that she learned her classroom management skills while working as an 
apprentice.  The focus was basically on management issues: being prepared, following 
the schedule, routine rules, and not about being student centered.  The focus was more 
about getting the lesson plans done, knowing the steps of the lesson, being on duty, or 
doing what the principal asked.  Delores states: 
I started my classroom management by using assertive discipline. That is where I 
set my rules, had a discussion about the rules, posted them up in my room and 
followed a system by which I would implement them.  The first time it was a 
warning followed by loss of some kind of privilege, and the next thing might be a 
visit with the parent, and the principal was the last step.  When teaching special 
education students, I could not give them a lot of leeway.  Using this system, I 
was giving power to the student, knowing that I had control over their behavior 
and if they chose not to follow the rules or misbehave, then all parties would 
know what the consequences would be. (Delores, 178-186) 
It is always different handling special education students.  I might say to 
one of these students, this is what I need you to do, you can either do it this way… 
these are your options, I need you to get your work done.  Maybe you can do it 
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through pictures and words, or like a cartoon, or maybe you want to make a tape 
for me.  They even played games using teams—the girls versus the boys.  The end 
result was to have the assignment completed by the students, and they made the 
academic achievement. (Delores, 189-192) 
Myths about Black Teachers/Students: 
Myths about Black science teachers and students described by Delores, focusing 
on special education, were prefaced by her observation that African American students 
may not have been taught with high expectation levels.  With guided practice, 
differentiated instruction and more professional development for teachers, accountability 
and levels of expectation for students and teachers changed.  These myths about African 
American science teachers such as being tardy, being poorly prepared and lacking a 
strong foundation in science need to be dismissed.  Teachers must be evaluated on their 
performance in the classroom, not on whether administration likes them or not.  Delores 
said,  “I believe that administrators are going to have to decide how these various myths 
are going to affect their schools.  Why do teachers have to prove who they are and what 
they can or cannot do?  Evaluation is based on our method of teaching and job/classroom 
performance.”  She goes on to say: 
We do not allow students to be the best that they can be if we are constantly pre-
judging who they are.  Despite single parent households’ poverty and a lack of 
motivation, children can be productive learners.  The adults in their lives such as 
their parents, other role models, and mentors dispel negative myths by 
encouraging these students to be the best that they can be. (Delores, 193-196) 
Delores continues: 
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Parents want to be involved in the schools.  We must structure each school 
plan to include parents’ involvement.  I personally feel that the administrators 
don’t want parents involved in their schools.  An exception for parental 
involvement and single households was not different for any group.  The school 
used creative ways to include all parents in the Parent Teachers Association 
(PTA) from mothers being room monitors to parents going on field trips or 
assisting in fundraising activities.  I believe that the area of science has been 
lessened with the focus of testing now more on communication arts and 
mathematics. (Delores, 209-213) 
Motivational Factors/Influences: 
Delores viewed teaching not as a job but as a career.  Teaching was a reward that 
brought out the goodness in her.  She cared for people and felt that in teaching there was 
an intrinsic reward that no one could take away from her.  Teaching gave her a status in 
the community; she was valued as an educated person, and teaching allowed her to be 
needed by someone and to have a positive effect on her students.  Delores believed that 
teachers stayed in the profession for a steady income in an unstable economy.  In the case 
of females, the stereotypical jobs at that time were teaching and nursing. This is her 
stance on motivational factors/influences: 
When it came to educational discrepancies, I did not see a devaluing of my worth 
as a human being in my role as teacher or in the role of my students.  Teaching 
gave me a passion to do well, in disclosing knowledge to my students. Imparting 
knowledge is a daily good that no one can take away from you.  The end results 
are going to be positive.  Even though I taught science to students labeled as 
special education, I had to get other key components across to students, such as 
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how to get along with others, relationships…not just with the students getting 
along with each other but how to get along with family members, and people in 
authority, and the last thing was the needed skills to achieve…study habits, how 
to improve academic achievement.  The curriculum was different, but it was 
getting science skills across in shorter periods of time due to their short attention 
span and the constant change in curriculum. (Delores, 240-257) 
Administrative Support or Lack Thereof: 
The administrators’ support was very stiff and stern near the end of Delores’ 
career.  She felt that it was due to economic times, and to the fact that the district was 
trying to cut costs at the expense of the staff.   They wanted the more seasoned and 
tenured teachers out and the beginning teachers in for fewer benefits and less pay.  
Delores believed that the administrators had been told to carry out that task no matter 
how it hurt the system, and teachers who had spent a lifetime of building up the school 
climate and who could discipline their classes were being pushed out the door. 
Teachers had strong advocates, depending on how strong the union representative 
was in their building.  The union representative was the buffer that sometimes stopped 
them from being treated as less than human.  Delores believed that many of the things 
that teachers were asked to do sometimes were simply the result of the principal showing 
what power he or she had.  She said that certainly her principal was lacking in people 
skills; however, educationally the principal was a smart woman.  She was not an advocate 
for teachers and was extremely adversarial in a lot of situations. Delores said: 
Professional development was different.  The principal, I believed, felt the more 
information she gave her teachers, the better teachers they became.  I thought this 
was a strong point in her favor.  The principal was about giving the teachers 
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access to information to carry out the curriculum and resources to students.  But 
my principal ran a quiet school, and there were times when she did not understand 
why the science laboratory was noisy.  There were several occasions that she 
wrote me up because the students were making too much noise while working on 
their laboratory activities, even though they were on task and actively working.  
There were times also when she would ban one or two of the students from the 
class activities because of something they may have done to another student in the 
hall or outside.  The principal and I used to fall out about this. (Delores, 265-280) 
Delores was offered a position as the special education supervisor over all of the special 
education teachers in the district, but she turned it down due to the love for her students 
and her need to help the students in her building. 
PARTICIPANT 3: Shirley 
Setting: 
 This participant lived in a senior living facility in the inner city.  The large six-
story brick building had a wrought iron gate around the front parking lot.  I drove to the 
gate opening and rang a bell, and someone on the other end of the speaker asked the 
name of the person I was there to see.  I told him, and he opened the gate.  I drove in and 
parked on the parking lot.  
I went in through the automatic doors into an extremely large sitting area with 
about four plush chairs with a table beside each chair and a lamp on each table.  There 
was a circular staircase in the center of the room.  On the walls behind the stairs were two 
sets of elevators.  I went to the desk where a security guard was sitting.  I had to sign in.  
When I finished signing my name, Shirley was getting off the elevator.  I walked towards 
her, and she walked me around the corner to another set of elevators, where we rode to 
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the fifth floor. We got off the elevator and then went to her room, and she opened the 
door.  Once we were inside the small apartment, the kitchen, living, room, and bathroom 
were visible from the door.  The apartment was neatly furnished, and everything 
appeared to be neatly arranged.  We had a seat at the kitchen table where the interview 
was recorded.  
Participant’s Background: 
Shirley was an African American science teacher who had attended Labara High 
School and then Blackburn College for two years.  She then transferred to Harris Stowe 
State College, majoring in elementary education with a minor in physical education.  She 
retired from a large urban school district.  During her teaching career she taught sixth-
grade science skills in one of the city public schools in the housing projects.  Shirley 
desired to give back to the students who came from an environment that was like the one 
where she had grown up as a child.  Shirley shared her thoughts about her life’s 
influences: 
I grew up in a housing project as a child with my mother and two younger siblings 
and three older siblings.  My mother told me that I had to get an education so that 
I would not have to live in a place like a housing project.   Times were hard back 
then.  My oldest brother got killed in the projects at an early age, and his killer 
was never found or maybe not even looked for.  The next to the oldest brother got 
hooked up with a gang and involved in drugs.  He is now serving thirty years in 
the federal penitentiary.  When the projects were demolished, we moved in with 
my grandparents.  My grandparents were like a savior.  They did what my mother 
could not do.  They gave us positive feedback about life.  I had three aunts that 
were living in the house also.  All of them were educators, so I decided to follow 
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in their footsteps.   At the dinner table, the entire conversation was about what 
took place in their classrooms that day.  I listened to what was happening with the 
students, and that made me want to be a teacher in order to help the students to 
achieve and be the best they could be.  Besides, teaching was all around me and 
was a part of my family history, and I wanted to be an educator like my aunts.  I 
felt that I knew everything that happened in a classroom.  I had three examples to 
follow.  I knew that I was destined to be a good teacher because I was learning 
from the best, my aunts. (Shirley, 36-46) 
Changes in Educational Strategies: 
Shirley is a product of the City of St. Louis public schools and received her first 
two years at Blackburn College and then transferred to a teacher’s college in St. Louis.  
Her parents expressed to her how important it was for her to stay in school and to get a 
good job to support herself and a family in the future.  Shirley played school with her 
siblings every day and was always the teacher.  She also had three aunts who were 
educators, and she learned much from listening to them whenever she was in their 
company.  The aunts had a big influence on her career as an educator.  Shirley received a 
Master in Science Education degree, with an emphasis on Environmental Studies.  She 
was an outdoor woman; there was no place she would rather be than outdoors in the fresh 
air, hot or cold.  Shirley’s philosophy was that if students would fall in love with the 
environment, then learning in every area would flourish and they would be successful in 
any educational field.  She encouraged the students to develop a love for the 
environment. Shirley reflects on her beginnings: 
I started out as a substitute teacher in science for a year and a half and then 
became a teachers’ aid for about a year and a half in science before I became a 
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full-time science teacher with my own classroom.  I had a sixth-grade class with 
about twenty-five students.  My first year was hard because I started in the middle 
of the school year.  I wanted to quit; my students were uncontrollable.  But I 
established a rapport with my students and the parents.  I called my parents, talked 
to them on the phone when I needed help with their children to try and locate the 
problems.  I also used rewards for good behavior, such as free time if work was 
completed and the student did not cause problems in class. I would take the class 
on nature walks to explore different things that we saw, or heard in the 
community.  There was time when the students would measure out one-inch-by-
one-inch plots of land in the surrounding grass area around the school and check 
out what grew in that space provided.  They also measured the height of various 
trees and then would go back to the classroom inside and see if we could identify 
the types of trees that were in the yard.  We would try to identify some of the 
various animals we came across.  Sometimes we would collect insects, butterflies, 
leaves, etc. and bring them back to the classroom for a thorough investigation.  
My students enjoyed going outside for class, even when the weather was not 
suitable for outside activities.  I did many hands-on activities with my class, and 
the students enjoyed their science time.  I believe that you have to introduce the 
students to a subject that they are less familiar with and let them figure out how it 
is used in their life today. (Shirley, 50-68) 
Shirley experienced so many significant changes throughout her twenty-six years 
of teaching.  She went from duty outside with the students to a time when students were 
no longer allowed to go outside. There were gym classes for girls and boys separately, 
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then a change to gym once a week to gym with girls and boys together.  In the beginning 
Shirley’s teaching skills were in isolation with students sitting in rows.  But that changed 
to teaching skills through whole language and students sitting in small cooperative 
groups, with group leaders. School funding in her earlier years was more plentiful.  The 
district used to provide reading series for science and would purchase the entire series.  
The next year they would supply the consumable books that went with that series.  
During her later years the funds decreased because of budget cuts or mismanagement of 
monies.  Serious problems ensued because of not having materials, equipment and 
especially consumable science materials that should have come with the program. 
System Barriers in Science: 
The majority of Shirley’s teaching experience in science has been teaching 
eighty-five to one hundred percent African American students in a building with at least 
eighty-five percent African American teachers. Shirley was the only sixth grade science 
teacher for four classrooms of about twenty to twenty-five students each.  These sixth 
graders floated in the science and laboratory classes every other day for ninety minutes.  
They were not privileged to have science every day like the seventh- and eighth-grade 
science students because those grades had two teachers to support a smaller number of 
students.  It was tough, but Shirley learned from trial and error.  She explained: 
There was a science specialist that would come in the building at least once a 
week with much encouragement and assistance with helpful tips on dealing with 
students’ undesirable behavior, curriculum, lessons, and ways to report to parents, 
but with tips on classroom management more than anything else.  I called the 
parents when I needed help with their child.  I would invite the parents to come 
over and spend the day with their child in the science/laboratory.  The parents and 
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I had a buddy system going on.  I would talk with the parents of the students that 
were not adjusting to the classroom setting almost every day.  Some of the parents 
of those students would follow them from class to class until the children 
eventually were willing to change their behavior in the different classes and the 
science laboratory.  Those were the students that helped me to keep the other 
students in check. You have to set the tone at the beginning of the year by letting 
students know your expectations, encouraging them and showing them that you 
love them.  If you set the tone of the classroom at the beginning of the year, you 
will have fewer problems with classroom management. (Shirley, 111-123) 
 Shirley felt that the tone had to be set in order to get respect from the students. 
Myths About Black Teachers/Students: 
As far as teaching science, Shirley stressed that it was hard trying to be prepared 
to do experiments with twenty-five to twenty-seven students with no assistants.  Trying to 
do experiments with the few materials that the district provided was very difficult.  The 
science period was ninety minutes long with only a small amount of laboratory 
equipment to use.  But Shirley tried hard to teach laboratory skills to all her students.  
Back in the day the emphasis was on reading and mathematics, and science was 
secondary.  Shirley speaks of how she became a hands-on science teacher: 
When the Vashon Science Initiative (VSI) was introduced to the urban school 
district, it was then that I became more of a hands-on science teacher.  The VSI 
provided plenty of hands-on workshops and materials to aid us with teaching 
science when the VSI came on the scene, but not all urban schools were given this 
opportunity to be involved with the program.  This was one of the obstacles of 
this district: all schools were not treated equally.  Of course lack of parent 
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involvement hindered our students when it came to science.  During the months 
for the science fair, our students would not do well because of the lack of science 
knowledge, materials, and parental support. (Shirley, 169-173) 
Motivational Factors/Influences: 
As a teacher Shirley felt committed to stay in the educational arena and solve the 
problems of children who grew up in a situation that was similar to what her early life 
had been like before she moved to live with her grandparents.  Because she was an 
optimist, her goal was about children learning and enjoying it.  She had knowledge to 
impart, and she knew that she could actually reach her students, show them how to think, 
how to learn science and how it relates to their everyday lives.  Shirley believed that the 
students needed her, and she expressed her reason for continuing:  
There were numerous educational discrepancies.  I had a heart for teaching and a 
love for the children, so I stayed and toughed it out.   I learned how to go with the 
flow, and I adjusted to the many changes in the science laboratory.  It was very 
hard and depressing at times, but I had to pray, and I knew that I could not turn 
my back on the students who were so much like me at that age.  Looking at the 
achievement gap, I would use all the information that I had on the students to 
devise a plan for progress.  I started there and built on that.  The district had gone 
back to school fairs, which furnished students with book bags, paper and other 
supplies to start the school year.  I would take advantage of community volunteers 
and resources.  I and several other teachers applied for grants that provided all 
types of electronic goods and services for my school.  I did everything that I could 
to help my students advance academically. (Shirley, 176-187) 
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Administrative Support or Lack Thereof: 
 Shirley explained that she had many advocates that gave encouragement to her 
during her teaching career.  She said that the principal, instructional coordinator, grade 
level team teacher, and lead teacher would intercede on behalf of the other teachers.  New 
teachers also had mentors, and the mentors were trained by older members who were 
once successful educators who would rotate from school to school to help teachers that 
were having difficulty with classroom management.  Shirley believed that good 
classroom management came from years of experiences in the classroom and from 
continually changing instructional strategies.  But she said that the district office dropped 
the instructional coordinators and the mentoring program due to budget cuts.  Shirley 
elaborates: 
Later on they came up with coaches who did not carry the title as administrators, 
but classroom teachers that were pulled out of the classroom to assist the 
classroom teachers that were having difficulty in any area.  The coaches worked 
harder in some cases than they did when they were teaching, and without an 
increase in pay.  The principals back in the day had more power to control the 
budget and switch funds from one account to another.  They even had the 
authority to select who they wanted to work in their buildings.  But the district 
office took those powers away from them.  When the principals lost their tenure 
and their union was resolved, that’s when they lost a lot of their administrative 
authority.  My principal retired, and a younger principal with less experience took 
over the school.  She was younger and more fearful of the district office power 
figures.  The support of the principal fell to an ultimate low.  This was about the 
same time the district started with Teach for America teachers.  They had good 
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strategies but had plenty of difficulty dealing with classroom management, but 
most of the older teachers’ support was gone and replaced with the new Teach for 
America teachers, and the younger principal could not help retain the older 
teachers. (Shirley, 247-260) 
PARTICIPANT 4: Vivian 
Setting: 
I arrived at Vivian’s home, which was off a busy artery of a North County street, 
where several beautifully styled houses were located, from ranch to two story homes. 
Vivian’s ranch style home had an attached wooden deck in the back of the house, where 
the interview took place.  Her backyard met up with the surrounding neighborhood to a 
common ground, with tall oak trees located on the common ground portion of the yard.  
There were various potted plants of assorted selections. 
It was a nice breezy fall day.  Vivian had iced tea and cookies waiting for us to 
enjoy while doing the interview.  She invited me to have a seat and asked if I had any 
difficulty finding the house.  I responded that I did make one wrong turn.  I sat at the 
metal table that was placed against the window, which gave me a view into the kitchen.  
We started the interview process. 
Participant’s Background: 
Vivian is a retired African American female science teacher from a large urban 
school district and had taught in the school district for thirty years.   She holds a Bachelor 
of Science degree in Elementary Education, a Master’s in Educational Strategies and a 
Master’s in Administration.  Vivian is a third-generation college graduate.  Education 
was heavily stressed in her family.  Her parents preferred one of the Historically Black 
Colleges and Universities (HBCU) as the place for her to receive her college education.  
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All of her immediate family members had attended HBCUs.  Vivian tells of her parental 
influences: 
My parents were strong believers in getting an education.  My mother was the one 
who persuaded me in the direction of becoming a teacher.  She believed that if I 
became a teacher, I would always have a respected position, and would be able to 
provide for a family and be a strong pillar of society.  In 1973 I taught primary 
grades in an urban district. I taught kindergarten to third grade for the first five 
years of my teaching career.  After that I moved to the middle school in the same 
district.  After thirty years of service in the same urban school district, in 2006 I 
hung up my shingle after I had served my time in the system, and I retired from 
the school district.  To me, learning is a long, non-ending process.  For me it is 
fascinating how young minds can explore things and come up with solutions to 
problems presented to them. (Vivian, 32-45)           
Changes in Educational Strategies: 
Vivian saw as fascinating how far one’s mind, especially a young child’s mind, 
can go if we permit children the opportunity, provide them with the equipment, and give 
them the confidence to know that their questions are just as important as the teacher’s 
questions.  When we are learning, we are expanding the mind and exploring the 
possibilities of new findings through experiments, laboratory writing reflections, and 
discussions.  The facilitator supplies the method that the students use to obtain the 
answer.  Students are the ones doing the investigative learning.  Every mind and every 
thought is important.  One educated guess or one thought could lead to a new discovery. 
Vivian speaks of her educational journey: 
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I started teaching seventh-grade science in a magnet school where I was 
grandfathered into the gifted program.  I stayed with the gifted program in science 
for twenty-eight years.  There were anywhere from ten to fifteen students in each 
of my six classes.  I believed that we all learn from one another and that there are 
no silly or stupid questions.  All minds have the right to explore deeper and 
express their findings to the best of their ability.  I believe that through knowledge 
comes exposure and through exposure comes knowledge.  I wanted my students 
to know that learning is a long non-ending process, whether in the classroom or 
outside the classroom.  As the teacher I wanted my students to be responsible for 
their learning, and I wanted to give them the opportunity to explore and expand 
their minds.  As the teacher, I tried to teach outside the box, to let children be able 
to elaborate on what ifs and hypothetical thinking, which derives from the 
creativeness or the curiosity of a child’s mind once they have the opportunity to 
explore.  (Vivian, 60-78)  
Vivian’s gifted students did not use the same textbooks and resources that the regular 
middle schools used.  The principal and faculty had the opportunity of choosing the 
curriculum they used in the gifted program.  Most of the time the material that was 
presented to these students was on the tenth- to twelfth-grade level.  Vivian discusses her 
approach to teaching science: 
My approach to teaching science was more in the area of physics because my 
students had a higher IQ than normal. As the teacher I had to step up my game in 
presenting the lessons because these students were accelerated in their thinking 
and reasoning process. This kept me on my toes as the teacher.  The level of 
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presenting the experiments had to hold the gifted students’ interest.  The students 
brought with them a greater prior knowledge that the average students may not 
possess.  I did not have a need for any materials or science equipment or supplies.  
I had a hefty budget that let me have access to the things needed to run a high 
school laboratory even though I was at a middle school. These funds were 
provided through the Gifted Program. (Vivian, 83-89) 
Vivian considered the teacher’s role to be a vital component of the students’ success.  She 
considered a teacher as a positive master instructor, the source of information in guiding 
students to explore and expand the concept of learning.  She viewed the student’s role as 
that of a person seeking knowledge through inquiry-based theory and the prior 
knowledge one brings to the subject being introduced in the lessons; other important 
elements she mentioned were the purpose for the lesson, the method used in developing 
the lesson, the way of evaluation in obtaining her goal (ways of measuring her success).  
Vivian believed that her role and responsibility along with student responses and 
performances would determine the level of success.  Her students did a lot of critical, 
analytical thinking.  They were engaged in hierarchical thinking.  She identified an ideal 
class size: 
I view the ideal class size of measuring success as based on a ratio of one to 
twelve versus one to fifteen max.  Realistically speaking in today’s paradigm we 
have a ratio of one to twenty-five versus one to thirty, making it extremely 
challenging for the teacher of the latter ratio to achieve favorable results.  Even 
though I teach in an urban school district, the particular program is geared to a 
multicultural population, African Americans, Asians, Anglo-Saxons, Koreans, 
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etc., and this is a gifted program.  Funding is allocated through the state under the 
Gifted Program. (Vivian, 94-98) 
System Barriers in Science: 
Vivian felt that in the school where she worked social barriers of the students 
varied based upon the economic level of the families, ranging from families needing 
government assistance to the privileged.  Families needing government assistance could 
be a family of four with an annual income of forty thousand or less, or it may consist of a 
single-parent head of household with a family of four making an annual income of fifty 
thousand or less.  Vivian identified privileged families as any family who could 
economically support their children’s educational needs without government funding.   
Cultural aspects were also diversified because her school was made up of students from 
several continents, which increased the school dynamics.  Some of the programs used 
included Gear-Up, which prepared students for college courses, and the REACH program 
(the acronym REACH means Responsibility, Empathy, Appreciation, Courage, and 
Hope).  The fundamental goal of the program is to develop and foster challenging 
inclusion, thoughtful and risk-taking learning.  The REACH program develops skills to 
help students examine their feelings and motives, seek the perception of others, and select 
the best solution based on the intended outcome.  The REACH program provides social 
and emotional development for students. Vivian believed: 
There are no wrong or silly questions that could be asked by my students.  We all 
learn from each other as well as explore the possibilities of new findings through 
laboratory experiments, journal writing, and discussions.  As we learn, we expand 
the mind. All minds have a right to explore deeper; through knowledge comes 
exposure, and through exposure comes knowledge.  We can only find this through 
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investigative learning, which means to try to define and explain what you have 
found in your experimental stages in the laboratory.  Learning is a lifelong non-
ending process, whether it’s in the classroom or outside the classroom.  Students 
must learn to think outside the box.  We have to let students be able to elaborate 
on the “ifs”; the “what ifs” come from the creativeness or the curiosity of the 
children’s minds once they have the opportunity to explore in laboratory science. 
(Vivian, 103-109) 
Myths About Black Teachers/Students: 
Dealing with myths about Black students and teachers, Vivian saw them as what 
they were: untrue.  For example it has been said that many minority students can’t excel 
in mathematics and science.  Vivian believed that when it came to preparedness, the less 
preparation the teacher put into a lesson, the lower the level of comprehension the teacher 
should expect from her students.  She believed that being ill prepared increased the 
possibility of poor student discipline and was a sure sign of the lack of classroom 
management.  Vivian acknowledged that as a teacher she had all the materials she needed 
before she presented a lesson.  She declared that she would perform the laboratory 
activity before introducing it to her students, carefully making sure that each student 
understood the steps in the activity, that the safety rules and regulations were understood, 
and that all the equipment was used properly.  According to Vivian:  
Poverty is the silent enemy of every teacher regardless of economic or social class 
or race.  For the lowest level of Maslow’s Theory must be applied before learning 
can take place (food, clothing and shelter).  If these things are not provided for the 
students, learning will not take place. I could tell when my students were hungry 
or had a bad night.  Parents need to be fully aware that they are vital stakeholders 
Retired	  African	  American	  Female	  Urban	  Middle	  School	  Science	  Teachers’	  Beliefs	  and	  Practices	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
78	  
	  
in their children’s education.  Each stakeholder, teacher, parent and student must 
accept their role and fulfill it when necessary.  As the saying goes, a chain is only 
as strong as its weakest link, so we all need to work together toward the common 
goal of No Child Left Behind.  Some may perceive the single parent household as 
the weakest link; however, some of our greatest and most successful professionals 
derived from single-parent households. (Vivian, 135-165) 
Motivational Factors/ Influences:  
As a gifted teacher, Vivian stated that good classroom management would best 
motivate her students.  She said that having control of the classroom was her number one 
strategy used for motivating her students.  Her disciplinary skills had to come into play 
before she could even start to teach a lesson.  As the teacher in a school where students 
were labeled as gifted, she understood that the students knew on the first day of class that 
there were high expectations.  Vivian expected her students to achieve at a higher rate 
than normal.  She recalls her motivation: 
My motivational factor comes from three generation of college graduates who 
majored in education, so education was the catalyst for success in my family’s 
beliefs.  Besides it was a sure, steady income because there would always be 
children to teach.  I had extremely high expectations for my students; we all had a 
family relationship where the students would take on the role as teacher and I 
functioned as a coach.  I would explain the lesson and they would take charge 
from there.  The students each handled the day-to-day assignments in their own 
way; some of the students would ask questions to the other students, who would 
come up with the solutions to the problem.  They each played a role with no or 
very little help from me.  They worked as a group to get the assignment done.  My 
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motivation was having very high expectations, and they followed through with the 
assignments.  Being flexible also helped me to motivate my students and handle 
the classroom discrepancies.  As a teacher you have to be flexible.  There were 
times when the master schedule called for you to have a science class, but due to 
the module scheduling you receive a class that has to have a laboratory activity; 
you must be flexible enough to adapt to immediate changes that may present 
themselves at any moment. (Vivian, 190-208) 
Vivian judged her students’ success in science by the way they worked in their groups, 
and by journal writings.  When they did journaling, she could actually monitor the way 
they were thinking by the content of their writings. She knew immediately if students 
were getting it or not through their journaling. 
Administrative Support or Lack Thereof: 
 Having an administrative advocate in her corner, Vivian says, was a bonus.  She 
indicated that she always felt appreciated knowing that if there was a problem with 
students, parents, staff or curriculum, she could always approach her principals, knowing 
that they would address the issue for the best outcome.  Vivian felt that successful 
administrators provided professional development for their staff, keeping them abreast of 
the most modern techniques, methods, and curriculum that might be useful to the staff.  
Vivian said: 
My principal was there to support every means that I might have had in order to 
accomplish the success of my students, whether it was to make sure that we had 
the supplies that we needed, be it equipment for the laboratory, instructional 
materials, or any type of assistance that they could approve of within their budget 
that would allow the teachers success and improve student achievement.  The 
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district on the other hand had to work on a larger scale.  The larger scale would be 
making sure that the science department was run successfully by the science 
supervisor, a person who was extremely knowledgeable, not only of the content 
matter, but knowledgeable of how we as a district stood within the nation in 
science, seeing what could be done to bring our ranking up from where we may 
have been to where we would like to be. (Vivian, 230- 242) 
PARTICPANT 5: Dawn 
Setting: 
 As I drove up to Dawn’s home, I saw that she lived in a North County ranch style 
home in a middle-class neighborhood.  The neighborhood, now predominately African 
American, had gone through evolution and had become integrated.  The home was 
modestly decorated and furnished. African art was prominent throughout the house.  
Dawn’s home was comfortable but was definitely feminine in its theme, which was 
displayed in the rug on the floor and the gadgets that were on the tables, all expressing 
her love for African art.  
 We were seated at the dining room table, and we enjoyed soda and peanuts as we 
talked casually before the actual interview started.   The home was cooled by air 
conditioning, so the area was comfortable.  Dawn was dressed in a caftan with a 
matching wrap around her head and some sandals on her feet.  There was the smell of 
burning candles throughout the house. 
Participant’s Background:  
Dawn, an African American science teacher, has an undergraduate degree in 
Home Economics, is certified for teaching grades seven to nine in science, and has a 
double Master’s in Counseling and Administration.  Dawn said that her passion was 
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teaching life science because the students appeared to be thrilled by knowing the systems 
of the body and how it functions. She said: 
I would feed off the enthusiasm of students for their interest in science, especially 
the hands-on activities.  They made a point of completing and doing what was 
expected of them in order to participate in the laboratory activities to the point 
where they would ask if they could help the students that were having a little 
difficulty.  So I used those students as my student assistants.  The students were 
anxious about getting their work done in order to help the ones that were having 
difficulties.  In our home my parents told my siblings and me that our job was to 
go to school every day and behave appropriately because it was a reflection on 
our home life, and to tell everyday what we learned in school.  My parents 
expected us to be the very best that we could be.  We were expected to go to 
college and set out on a career.  I really did not have a lot of role models except in 
nursing, teaching and social work.  I wanted to be a journalist or a fashion 
designer, but there were not any African American role models in those fields, so 
I decided to teach where there were plenty of role models. I decided to be a 
teacher, and my parents were thrilled.  My students always knew what they would 
learn for that day. (Dawn, 26-34; 58-65) 
Changes in Educational Strategies: 
Dawn began her teaching career at the high school level as a home economics 
teacher. She spent ten years teaching home economics until the district changed to a 
middle school configuration, and then she was placed in an eighth-grade science class.  
This change occurred because desegregation had taken place, and it helped solve the 
problem of overcrowding in the elementary school.  So when Dawn went to the middle 
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school, a whole new way of teaching	  began for her with this new level of student.  The 
adjustment to teaching science was smooth sailing for her because it was so similar to 
teaching home economics in that the students were always engaged. She says: 
My students were very enthusiastic about sciences, and I fed off of my students’ 
enthusiasm.  I never let my students feel that they could not learn and would not 
learn something in my class.  I called them my future scientists.  I made them all 
aprons, and when they came in the class, the first thing they had to do was to put 
on their aprons.  So I began every class session with what we were going to learn 
for that day.  I made sure that the students knew the objective and aim for the day.  
I felt like they had something to work for, and besides when administration came 
in the class and asked the objective or the aim of the lesson, the students would 
know it.  Every day, every class period was a brand new one in my class, and so I 
wanted the students to feel at the end of fifty minutes, or when we had a double 
class period at the end of the ninety minutes, that they could articulate to me what 
they had learned that day.  My students could go home and tell their parents, or 
they could tell a friend, or they could tell anyone that they met in the hall, that 
today in science we learned whatever the particular objective was, and not only 
repeat it but explain what it was they had just learned and how it was going to 
work in their lives and how they were going to use it in their lives. (Dawn, 87-
102) 
During Dawn’s thirty years as a tenured teacher, the role of teacher changed significantly. 
Primarily, the change occurred in the instruction of basic academic skills that at the 
beginning of her career were assumed to have been mastered by students.  Those skills 
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were in the area of reading, writing, and basic mathematical functions.  As a result of 
increased assessment of student skills mastery, all teachers were expected to be teachers 
of reading, writing and mathematics.   
 Dawn believed that if students could not read, they could not master skills in any 
area.  To that end there seemed to be less instruction and skill development in the area of 
science.  Those students who were not proficient in areas of reading, writing, and 
mathematics were often delayed in the instruction within a content area.  More advanced 
or at least on-level courses could not be and were not taught.  
In addition, there was more responsibility on the part of the teacher to assume 
parenting roles. Making sure of the physical and emotional well being of the students 
became necessary in order to see academic gain.  While certainly needed and even 
welcomed by the teacher, this attention to students’ emotional needs reduced the time 
spent on content area instruction and diminished academic priorities.  The emphasis on 
academic achievement as reflected by test scores was welcomed by teachers in their roles 
of instructors, but not to allow content area instruction to take place due to other 
responsibilities was a difficult challenge for the classroom teacher.  Dawn explained: 
The students’ role has changed in that there seems to be less responsibility for 
personal learning.  This may be necessary considering the level of technology and 
time required for mastery of selected academic skills or the desired use of 
technology to achieve those skills.  Never before were learning aids such as 
computers, tablets or even transportation provided to students in order for the 
students to have access to learning.  The current assistance is good when it is 
used.  More importantly it must be accompanied by instruction to the students and 
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the home on the proper care and use.  Parents should receive assistance as well as 
students.  Teachers must discuss with parents and students the long-term 
advantages and value of education and the need for persistence by the student.  
Often, this responsibility is ignored.   
Class size has decreased over the years, and this has been a definite 
advantage. This probably can be associated with research that has proven that 
smaller class sizes work not only for at risk students, but all students. As funding 
is denied for education due to a changing political climate, new ways to create 
smaller learning communities must continue.   Neighborhood schools have 
disappeared, not only in the City of St. Louis, but in many suburban school 
districts as well.  The denial of admittance to magnet schools or schools of 
emphasis for African American students created the need for admittance of these 
students to private and parochial schools. (Dawn, 131-156)  
The school districts in St. Louis County, impacted by the voluntary desegregation 
program, were forced to look at academic and extracurricular programs that would now 
need to include students who did not necessarily live in the neighborhood or school 
district.  Dawn stated: 
I became a teacher during a time when vocational funding was in abundance.  
The Carl Perkins Vocational Education Act afforded students many choices for 
careers with and without college degrees.  Funding was provided for our school 
for this purpose. Not only has this funding been reduced or eliminated, but much 
of the funding upon which schools have depended has been reduced or 
eliminated.  Funding for schools traditionally has been granted locally with 
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property taxes.  This is an ineffectual method in the state of Missouri as it impacts 
particularly our urban areas, which are suffering from insufficient assessments of 
properties for homeowners, properties which are no longer owned by anyone, and 
a great deal of tax abatement given to businesses and individuals to encourage 
urban renewal.  I also see a lack of faith in the education of our students, so we 
are seeing a revolt in the passing of tax levies and bond issues by the public.  The 
private sector is sponsoring charter schools, providing funds for selected public 
school programs and in some case providing supplemental education 
opportunities for selected students.  There are some local programs that are 
supplementing salaries of teachers in selected content areas.  All these variances 
in educational funding, although welcomed, create a system that may or may not 
be equitable. (Dawn, 131-156) 
System Barriers in Science: 
Dawn sensed the most significant barrier both socially and culturally remains 
economic. There must be a balance in the economic system with available employment at 
a livable wage for all.  Dawn truly believes that there are instances where students and 
their families may be able to overcome the perils of poverty, but these are exceptions and 
not the rule.  Teachers must be taught and must begin practicing instructional strategies 
as well as behavioral strategies that will mitigate poverty in our schools.  The 
expectations are that students will achieve and behave in a manner that is congruent with 
middle-class behaviors and values.  Yet many studenets have no exposure to these 
behaviors and values.  Educator Ruby Payne (2003) addressed this challenge in her 
research that resulted in her controversial work A Framework for Understanding Poverty.  
When it comes to cultural elements, Dawn notes that it must be understood that these 
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barriers of poverty are not racial.  Racial minorities experience these barriers because in 
the U.S. more racial minorities are poor.  The absence of middle-class values and 
behaviors is experienced by all those who suffer from generational poverty.  Dawn shared 
her classroom management strategies: 
When it came to managing the classroom, I never let the students feel that they 
could not learn and would not learn something in my classroom.  So I began every 
class session with what we were going to learn that day.  Every day, every class 
period was a brand new one in my class, and so I wanted the students to feel at the 
end of the fifty minutes that they could articulate to me what they had learned that 
day.  They could go home and tell their parents, or a friend, or anyone they had 
met in the hall, that today in science we learned whatever the particular objective 
was and not only just repeat it but explain what they had just learned and how it’s 
going to work and be used in their lives. (Dawn, 87-102) 
Dawn interjected that schools in the United States are built and organized around middle-
class values and behaviors.  If we are to mitigate poverty in education, we must first learn 
what the values, behaviors, and expectations are in an urban environment framed by 
poverty, and then we can assist those students to operate in a dual environment or be 
helpful in the removal of students from that environment completely.  We also need to 
examine our educational system and evaluate the current expectations.  We need to 
determine if these expectations have value, are relevant to current lifestyles, are 
equitable, and are presented with fidelity.  
 Programs specifically geared toward Blacks in science (Upward Bound, No Child 
Left Behind), Dawn felt, should not be specifically geared to Blacks.  These are programs 
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designed to mitigate poverty and to provide a level playing field upon which all can 
perform.  Dawn felt the only reason there seems to be a predominance of Blacks in these 
programs is that the programs are housed in urban communities particularly in the 
Midwest.  She stated that if we were to examine the same programs in areas where 
immigration is high or where poor Whites live, there would be a different composition of 
the programs and thus different perceptions. 
Myths About Black Teachers/Students: 
One of the myths that Dawn said she heard throughout her teaching career was 
that African American teachers are poorly prepared to teach science skills.  But that is not 
what she said that she encountered.  There were science workshops during the entire 
school year that were mandatory for everyone teaching science.  She had the opportunity 
to present at National Science Teachers Association (NSTA).  Every summer she worked 
with curriculum writing for science for the upcoming school year.  So she asked who was 
ill prepared—surely not the science teachers in the urban schools.  There was no 
tolerance for a teacher who was ill prepared to teach science in the middle schools.  
Dawn added: 
For the most part Black parents are involved and participate in their children’s 
education as much as possible. That is, they want their child to be well educated.  
They may not be participants because they are working or they have 
responsibilities at home that prevent participation (siblings of said students, 
extended family members, pursuing their own education, lack of education to be 
able to assist students, lack of technological/no technological resources to assist 
students).   Single parenthood is usually an issue of lack of resources with the 
largest resource being time. Single parenthood is not a reason for a lack of student 
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achievement.  Other factors such as the absence of resources influence lack of 
achievement of students coming from these homes. (Dawn, 197-200) 
Motivational Factors/Influences: 
The method that Dawn used to motivate the students was to show how the 
subjects they were learning matter in real life.  She believed that relevance is one of the 
most effective motivational techniques that lend meaning and purpose to academic 
success.  Dawn also had a desire to teach students and prepare them to make a better 
community for themselves and /or those living in the community, to make productive 
positive change for all.  Dawn spoke about her motivational approaches: 
Well, I motivated my students mostly in the area of careers.  I felt like I was 
limited in the career choices I had, and I never wanted my students to feel limited.  
So a big part of my teaching was careers and the choices that they might have.  
And they weren’t just science-related careers, but careers in general and then how 
science had an impact on how they lived, on where they lived, the environment 
that they lived in, and how their knowledge of science would have an effect on 
their lives in general.  Whether it was the environment or something of the 
physical science nature, the topic had an impact on my students, an impact that 
they had the ability to control with some level of knowledge. (Dawn, 105-113) 
Administrative Support or Lack Thereof: 
Dawn believed teacher advocacy begins with self-advocacy.  Teachers must be 
specific and intentional in the expression of their need to assess student academic 
improvement.  As teachers become more specific and intentional in their beliefs and 
practices, they will be able to identify the resources that will assist them in supporting the 
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students.  Professional organizations, educational organizations such as colleges and 
universities, and teacher unions will be of assistance. 
Dawn believes that administrators should provide ongoing, verified, and assessed 
professional development for teachers.  It should take on the face of action research and 
should be provided by practitioners as well as theorists.  She believes that professional 
development should be provided for all and not just new teachers.  Tenured and seasoned 
teachers need professional development too.  Dawn reveals:  
I’ve had support from parents, principals, and district officials.  Now there are 
always examples that I can cite of a parent not supporting you and the way her or 
his child is behaving in the classroom, whether it be a discipline problem or not 
completing assignments, or not being a participant in good learning.  But those 
were few and far between because I believe every parent wants their child to 
learn, every parent wants their child to see, but every parent doesn’t know how to 
help their child.  A big part of my job as teacher was to make my expectations 
known to the parents as well as to the students so that the parents could be 
participants in their child’s learning.  So I educated them—I feel like I educated 
them as well.  And then, of course, the principal always wanted to see success.  I 
rarely ran into any issues with supervisors or school administrators. (Dawn, 183- 
194)  
Chapter Summary 
The five themes developed from the data analysis answered this research 
question: What have been the beliefs and practices held by successful retired African 
American female urban middle school science teachers over the course of their teaching 
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careers?  The most common response among the participants was that teachers needed to 
be prepared to work with their students from the start to the end of the class period.  
 These teachers felt the need to give back and help others because someone had 
helped them during their formative and adolescent years while the teachers were climbing 
the educational ladder.   Each of the interviewees was influenced by her parents, aunts, or 
some family member to get an education, and teaching was the best career choice at that 
time for African American females.  
  Another commonality among the interviewees was that the teacher/parent 
relationship was most valuable to the student’s success.  Teachers’ knowledge of the 
subject matter and parental involvement are some of the conditions teachers must have in 
order to obtain success in the classroom, which agrees with the assessment of Rutherford 
(1964).  While themes varied as to individuals’ beliefs and practices about how students 
were motivated and how parental interaction took place, classroom engagement seemed 
to be a unifying and necessary condition for all students.  Teachers approached classroom 
engagement using various strategies.  If one strategy didn’t work, the teacher’s job was to 
keep searching for solutions to handle the classroom inconsistencies until the class was 
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CHAPTER FIVE: SUMMARY, CONCLUSION, AND RECOMMENDATIONS 
	  
Five retired African American female urban middle school science teachers 
(RAAFUMSST) were interviewed from five different middle schools in the same urban 
district.  This chapter provides a summary of the findings, highlights the essential 
conclusions, and offers recommendations for future research.  The information discussed 
in this chapter reflects the data analysis in chapter four.  All five RAAFUMSST gave 
their responses to the interview questions about their beliefs and practices that allowed 
them to stay in the educational arena until the time of retirement. Each individual teacher, 
in her own words, offered insight about some of her successes and failures.   
Each of the participants gave a description of how she got started in education, the 
roles her parents played in her education, the level she attained in education, and the 
academic area she taught before teaching science.  The participants explained the 
significant changes in the educational structure of the schools, their responsibilities as 
teachers, and their interactions with the students and the role students, parents, and others 
played in the educational system.  Some teachers expressed their educational philosophy 
and their beliefs and practices. The teachers spoke about segregation, how funding 
affected different programs and how the funding changed from the beginning of their 
careers to their retirement from their urban school district. 
From the interviews of the retired science teachers I found out what factors 
motivated these retired teachers to continue to the end of their teaching careers.  The data 
obtained from the interviews did assist me in determining if the beliefs and practices of 
the retired teachers would be of aid to current teachers and enhance their effectiveness 
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and sustainability. The interviewees concentrated on their social experiences when it 
involved their relationships with parents, administrators, and staff.  The data obtained 
from the interviews will hopefully be instrumental in facilitating the teaching of science 
skills.  Each retired teacher’s point of view identifies the teacher’s experiences in the 
science classroom and how classroom management consistencies and inconsistencies 
were handled. 
Overview of the Problem 
According to Kagan (1992), most of a teacher’s professional knowledge can be 
regarded more accurately as beliefs.  As a teacher’s experiences in the classroom grow 
richer and more coherent, the formation of a belief system actually controls the teacher’s 
perceptions, judgment, and behavior (Kagan, 1992). This study was based on the thought 
that the longer RAAFUMSST remained in the classroom, the greater control they had 
over inconsistencies in the classroom.  These retired female science teachers managed 
their classrooms in the formal educational arena and engaged their students in the 
learning process long enough to make it to the end of a successful teaching career.   The 
teachers’ experiences, beliefs and practices allowed them to continue their teaching 
careers until their retirement, and this assumption was the basis for the study.  
After having retired from an urban middle school myself, with twenty-five years 
of experience teaching science/laboratory, I have witnessed many inconsistencies in 
teachers’ classroom management. The literature does not provide information about 
retired teachers’ stories of their beliefs and practices as being instrumental in providing 
awareness and directions for the educational community.  By conducting this qualitative 
study, I have learned from these teachers how their beliefs and practices were used when 
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they were in the classroom and how they engaged their students in the classroom and 
dealt with inconsistencies, thus making their jobs less difficult. My desire is to provide 
teachers with strategies that will allow them to be successful and make it to retirement in 
the educational community just as did the participants in this study. 
Purpose Statement and Research Question 
 The purpose of this study was to record retired African American female urban 
middle school science teachers’ beliefs and practices that were used when they were 
teaching that allowed them to be successful science teachers.  The following research 
question guided the direction of the study: What are the beliefs and practices that allowed 
retired African American female urban middle school science teachers to successfully 
complete their teaching careers? 
Reflection on Data 
The information discussed in this section is a reflection on the data analysis 
presented in chapter four. The themes emerging from the data analysis answered my 
research question.  The most prominent similarities in participants’ responses were how 
their family members encouraged them regarding their education. The philosophy of 
education and teaching for Georgia was to give her students a sense of pride and respect.  
Delores’s philosophy was that of a coach; she walked her students through activities step 
by step. She believed that all students should be kept on task and engaged in the learning 
process at all times.  Shirley’s philosophy was to give back to her students to make a 
difference in the environment in which they lived. Vivian felt that young minds needed to 
explore their situations and come up with solutions.  Dawn fed off of the students’ 
enthusiasm, which motivated her passion for science. 
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Now I will report on each teacher’s definition of her classroom beliefs and 
practices. Georgia believed that being visible in the neighborhood gave her a close 
relationship with parents and students and gave them a close bond to the community.  
Delores believed that the close relationship with her students and the patience that she 
displayed by using a variety of modalities insured that learning was taking place.  
Shirley’s belief was to keep close contact with the parents on the telephone as they 
attempted to solve problems together. Vivian believed that her students were responsible 
for their learning, and she gave them the opportunities to explore and expand their minds.  
Dawn believed that she must see to it that her students knew what they were going to 
learn, and then she made sure that they were able to articulate what they had learned. 
Next I wanted to know what each teacher saw as her success in science with her 
students.  Georgia said that her success was centered on her training that she had 
received. She had no materials or equipment, just old, ragged textbooks, so she was 
creative in her science teaching.  She also had a close relationship with the parents, which 
allowed her to be successful with her students.  Delores’s success was due to her ability 
to deal with students who were labeled with negative names that indicated that they could 
not learn. Her motivation was driven by a family member who had been labeled 
similarly. She modeled and provided examples to her students by working alongside 
them.  Shirley went from teaching skills in isolation with students sitting in rows to 
teaching skills through whole language with students in small corporative groups.  Vivian 
allowed the students to explore more deeply and express their findings to the best of their 
ability. She also believed that students learn from one another and that there are no silly 
or stupid questions or answers.  Dawn’s success was influenced by her students’ 
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enthusiasm; she never let her students feel that they could not learn and would not learn 
something in her class. She called them her future scientists. 
The lack of materials and equipment in the urban schools was the most critical 
problem in science education that was expressed by all of the participants. Many system 
barriers that the student had to endure were social, cultural and economic insufficiencies. 
All the families lived below the poverty level. They went to school in their 
neighborhoods, and lacked contact with others outside their neighborhoods. Teachers had 
to be taught and to begin practicing instructional and behavior strategies that could 
mitigate poverty in the schools. 
What strategies were used to improve students’ behavior? Several of the teachers 
noted how they attended continuing education classes, workshops, in-services, and 
educational conferences for professional development that gave them strategies to help 
them deal with the students’ behaviors. Georgia saw every moment as a teachable 
moment. She made sure that all her students were engaged from the beginning of the 
period until the end of the period. Her students would also alert her when undesirable 
behaviors would arise. Delores provided examples of the behavior she expected from the 
class. She participated with her students in special programs like “class within a class,” 
where the resource teacher followed her students to all their classes, which helped 
minimize negative behaviors. Delores’s main strategies were being prepared, knowing 
the steps of the lesson, and implementing routine rules that allowed students to know the 
desired behavior.  Shirley stated that she used rewards for good behavior such as free 
time and nature walks in the community. She also had a buddy system with parents, 
which allowed them to spend time in the classroom with their students.  Vivian wanted 
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her students to be responsible for their learning. She had high expectations and motivated 
her students to follow through with their assignments. She tried to teach outside the box, 
to let students elaborate on “what ifs,” and to provide them with the ability to explore. 
She used investigative learning and enough material and equipment to keep her students 
engaged.  Dawn’s students were very enthusiastic about science, and she used this 
engagement as a springboard for her teaching. Her expectations were that her students 
would achieve and behave in a manner that was congruent with middle-school student 
behaviors and values. 
What were some of the areas of administrative support/lack of support? Georgia 
said that her building principal encouraged her and gave her positive feedback.  District 
officers made frequent visits to her class because of the work she was doing with her 
students.  Delores had a strong advocate in her building representative, and her principal 
provided access to information that provided science resources for her students.  Shirley 
received support from the principal, instructional coordinator, and grade level team 
teachers who encouraged her during her career. But when younger principals came into 
the schools, the support for teachers decreased.  Vivian said that she always felt 
appreciated by her administrators because they were always approachable and willing to 
help and address the issues she was having in her classroom.  Dawn said that she received 
support from parents, principals and district officials. 
Research That Supports Thesis 
 The concerns on which this study is based echo the findings of the National 
Education Association (NEA) and National Center for Education Statistics (NCES): 
teachers are leaving the profession because of low salaries, unrealistic demands, little to 
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no respect, and inadequate administrative support (Kopkowski, 2008). Although retired 
teachers cannot fix these problems, they can serve as a buffer or alternate support to help 
bolster the confidence of many struggling teachers. All the participants in this study 
agreed that retired teachers can offer, among other things, a kinship with the teachers and 
a strong shoulder. Classroom management is a hard objective to conquer alone, but the 
retired teachers can help current teachers accomplish this objective. 
Conclusion  
Why the Topic is Important: 
Education is a living thing, a dependent entity that breathes, grows, demands 
resources, expands, develops, evolves, uplifts, and declines in the absence of support. 
Education is a dream maker, an answer to a dilemma, and a way out and up in the face of 
the challenges of life. To be effective, educators must include sensitivity to and 
appreciation for diversity and differences.  Education, if it is to be successful, must 
nurture as well as nourish.  Efficient education must be inclusive, creative, and all 
encompassing if it is to accomplish its ultimate goal of empowering students. Constant 
research is needed to foster the growth and efficacy of the process of education.    
According to the National Education Association (NEA) publication NEA Today 
(Kopkowski, 2008), teachers are leaving the profession hand over fist because of poor 
salaries, lack of respect, teacher perceived non-existent administrative support, and the 
suffocating and unrealistic mandates of No Child Left Behind (NCLB).  Regardless of 
how committed a teacher may be in the beginning, if the income is insufficient for 
supporting a reasonable lifestyle, the teacher will not remain in the classroom.  If 
classroom management is continuously challenged by violence and disruptions, the 
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teacher will not stay.  If teachers feel that their administrators are not supporting them, 
they will abandon the classroom.    
Retired teachers possess a wealth of knowledge that cannot be obtained in a 
teacher preparation course.  Retired teachers have been in the trenches, facing the failures 
and successes of the day-to-day grind.  They have achieved what the new teachers are 
trying to achieve, and if their warehouse of knowledge is utilized, retired teachers can 
help new teachers acclimate to the education process and maneuver the treacherous 
waters of classroom teaching.  This topic is worthy of addressing because teacher 
retention will help to eliminate the current process of what has become a revolving-door 
profession in urban districts. Retired teachers can play a pivotal role in teacher retention. 
Unexpected Findings:           
 One of the unexpected findings in the qualitative data collected from the 
participants was the assumption that students from low socioeconomic levels are 
considered underachievers. They cannot excel in mathematics and science. Teachers who 
were ill prepared increased the possibility of poor discipline brought on by poor 
classroom management.  Teachers that came to class late had a lack of classroom control. 
Another unexpected finding in regards to test data was that using test data is a good tool 
for evaluating a teacher’s performance.  A standardized test is only one indicator of a 
student’s growth and may have nothing to do with the teacher’s ability to teach.  Also, 
lack of parent involvement in the education of African American students was not an 
issue during the careers of the interviewees. The assumption that these science teachers 
had was that they did double duty due to their teaching of science theory and supervising 
laboratory activities, which in their minds was more difficult than teaching core subjects 
without laboratory activities. 
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Implications for Practice         
 Some implications for practice are that teachers should be well prepared for their 
class when they first enter the room. The teachers’ preparation time is the driving force 
for good classroom management. When one activity is completed, the students should be 
allowed to start the next activity without any wait time.  In addition, teachers should 
encourage the students to be independent workers and work out the problems on their 
own.  
 A lot of the administrators really don’t want parents in the building, but if the 
teacher establishes a relationship with the parents, then the parents will become part of 
the class.  Parents in the classroom can assist the teacher in the science/laboratory by 
being the teachers’ second set of eyes to assist and to help troubleshoot inconsistencies 
before they get started.  
 Accessibility to science supplies and equipment will deter negative behaviors if 
the entire class has the ability to work on the activities at the same time. The availability 
of equipment and supplies would enhance students’ cognitive understanding of topics 
that were introduced in the theory classes prior to doing the activities. 
Recommendations for Future Research 
 The sampling in this research was small. There is a need for a much larger 
sampling to include broader racial, cultural, and subject diversity to give a truer picture of 
the value of the assistance retired teachers can offer to the field of education.   After the 
completion of the study on RAAFUMSST, I have realized that there are other areas of 
study that could be looked at and added to this body of knowledge. Since I only looked at 
middle school African American female teachers, other research could examine African 
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American teachers’ beliefs and practices in an elementary or high school science setting 
and ways that they might be similar or different.  Some recommendations for future study 
could include comparing and contrasting urban and rural science teachers, male versus 
female science teachers, and members of various ethnic groups.  
Personal Implications  
From the time I started this research until its completion, I have discovered that 
teachers have an unusual ability to mold and influence students’ success.  With love for 
the students and commitment to the profession, teachers can provide meaningful options 
for their students that could help students take responsibility for their own learning.  The 
love that teachers give must be tender, tough and supportive.  Teachers helping teachers 
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Appendix A: Interview Questions 
Pre-Formulated Question: 
You have been identified as an African American retired teacher in the area of 
science and science laboratory skills.  
Could you please tell me about your beliefs and practices in the science/ 
laboratory, and how they changed over your teaching career?  
Ad-hoc questions:  
Based on the responses from the pre-formulated question, specific semi-structured 
questions were generated. 
1.  When you were a child did your parents express to you anything about education? 
2. What subject and grade level did you start off teaching?  
3. How did you define your classroom beliefs and practices? 
4. How do you feel your success rate with your students went? 
5. During your teaching career what was your most important low and high points?  
6. What do you perceive as the most critical problem in science education?  
7. Were there any strategies that you used in science that you can share with others to 
improve undesirable behaviors? 
8. Do you think that your beliefs and practices were effective for students learning of 
science? How do you know? 
9. What were some of your successes/failures in dealing with consistencies/ 
inconsistencies in the classroom? 
10. What type of support/nonsupport did you receive from parents, principal, and     
district officials? 
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11. What would you say is your philosophy of education? 
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Appendix B: Transcription Symbols 
 
    ((  )) Indicates an interjection from interviewer or interviewee 
      ? Indicates a question 
       ! Indicates an exclamation 
       , Indicates a pause assumed to separate phrase 
      … Indicates a pause of at least three (3) seconds 
      (  ) Indicates a description, some action or verbal 
communication best rendered outside of English words 
       ** Indicates that a phrase or sound is unintelligible on the 
audio recording 
       < > Indicates some context that clarifies the meaning of the 
sentence that might have been implied but was not spoken 
        $ Indicates laughter during the interview  
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Appendix C: Consent Form 
                                                                                     Division of Teaching and Learning 
                                                                                          One University Blvd. 
St. Louis, Missouri 63121-4499 
Telephone:  314-516-5953 





Informed Consent for Participation in Research Activities 
                African American Retired Female Urban Middle School Science Teachers  
                                                Belief and Practices  
	  
Participant __________________________        HSC Approval 
Number_234875__________________ 
Principal Investigator ___Frances Whitney_________  PI’s Phone Number 314-727-
4776__ 
1. You are invited to participate in a research study conducted by Frances Whitney with 
the supervision of Dr. Matthew Davis. The purpose of this research is to allow urban 
African American retired female science teachers to tell their stories of their beliefs 
and practices.  
 
2.  a) Your participation will involve  
Ø Being contacted by the researcher to arrange a convenient time and location to 
conduct the interview 
Ø Being interviewed once by the researcher, each interview lasting for 
approximately 40-80 minutes 
Ø Having interviews digitally auto recorded and transcribed by the researcher 
Ø Receiving copies of transcripts and preliminary interpretations of your interview 
answers for your review, comments and corrections. 
 
Approximately 6-10 retired science teachers who previously taught in an urban 
district may be involved in this research.	  	  
b) The amount of time involved in your participation will be approximately forty to 
eighty minutes for each interview and maybe four- eight hours to review interview 
transcripts and code.  
3.  There are no anticipated risks associated with this research. 
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4.	   There are no direct benefits for you participating in this study. However, your 
participation will contribute to the knowledge about African Americans beliefs and 
practices in an urban school.  
	  
5.	   Your participation is voluntary and you may choose not to participate in this research 
study or to withdraw your consent at any time. You may choose not to answer any 
questions that you do not want to answer. You will NOT be penalized in any way 
should you choose not to participate or to withdraw.  
	  6.	   We will do everything we can to protect your privacy. As part of this effort, your 
identity will not be revealed in any publication or presentation that may result from 
this study. In rare instances, a researcher's study must undergo an audit or program 
evaluation by an oversight agency (such as the Office for Human Research 
Protection). That agency would be required to maintain the confidentiality of your 
data.                                                                                    
7. If you have any questions or concerns regarding this study, or if any problems arise, 
you may call the Investigator, Frances Whitney at 314-727-4776 or Dr. Matthew 
Davis 314-516-5953. You may also ask questions or state concerns regarding your 
rights as a research participant to the Office of Research Administration, at 516-5897. 
I have read this consent form and have been given the opportunity to ask 
questions.  I will also be given a copy of this consent form for my records.  I 
consent to my participation in the research described above. 
 
	   	   	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
Participant's Signature                                 Date  Participant’s Printed Name 
   
	   	   	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  Frances	  Whitney	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Appendix D: Background Information for Participants 
Participants Family Education Teaching experience Teaching 
Philosophy 
Georgia Born in a two-
parent household, 




1955 she and her 
grandmother 
moved to St. 
Louis, MO. 
 
She earned a 
B.S in Science 
Education and a 




went back to get 
certified in 
science after the 
district 
announced that 
everyone had to 
be certified to 
teach science. 
 
She started as a 
teacher’s aide in an 
elementary school 
that served K-8 in 
1973; twenty-two 
years in eighth grade 
as a 
science/laboratory 
teacher in a large 
urban district. 
 
She gave her 
students a sense of 
pride and respect 
because this was 
what she had 
received; she 
provided a strong 
parental presence; 
and she visited her 
students’ homes at 
the beginning of the 
school year. 
Delores She grew up in 
St. Louis city and 
had a basic 
Catholic 
education.  Her 
parents both were 
strong advocates 
of education.  Her 
mother wanted all 
her children, but 
especially her 




having a degree 
in education 















plus 30 in 
Biology 
She taught science in 
a large urban district 
for thirty years in 
four different 
schools; she has been 
retired for four years. 
She believed that 
students should be 
supervised 
continuously and 
that the lessons 
should be well 
prepared and 
planned ahead of 
time from the start 
of the day to the 
end of the day.  She 
thought it was 
important that all 
students be kept on 
task and engaged in 
the learning process 
at all times.  Her 
classes were always 
student centered, 
and their success 










Participants Family Education Teaching experience Teaching 
Philosophy 
Shirley She grew up in a 
housing project 
with her mother 
and two younger 
siblings and three 
older siblings.  
Her mother 
wanted her to get 
an education so 
she would not 
have to live in the 
projects.  She and 
her family moved 
in with the 
grandparents and 
three aunts; all of 
the aunts were 
educators, so this 






College for two 







a minor in 
Physical 
Education. 
She was a sixth grade 
science/laboratory 
skills teacher in one 
of the public schools 
in the housing 
projects for twenty-
six years. 
Her desire was to 
give back to the 
students who came 
from an 
environment like 
the one she grew up 
in as a child. 





(HBCU) as the 
place for her to 
receive her 
college 




HBCU.  Her 
family were 
strong believers 
in contributing to 
the HBCU as an 
advantage to all 















Science teacher in a 
large urban district 
for thirty years. 
To her, learning is a 
long never-ending 
process.  For her it 
is fascinating how 
young minds can 
explore problems 
presented to them 

















Participants Family Education Teaching experience Teaching 
Philosophy 
Dawn Her parents told 
her and her 
siblings that their 
job was to go to 
school every day, 
to behave 
appropriately 
because it was a 
reflection on their 
home life, and to 
tell every day 
what they learned 
in school. 
She has an 
undergraduate 




7-9 in science, 





She began her 
teaching career at the 
high school level 
teaching home 
economics, where she 
spent ten years.  She 
then was placed in an 
eighth-grade science 
class.  She was a 
tenured teacher in a 
large urban district 
for thirty years. 
She said that her 
passion was 
teaching Life 
Science because the 
students appeared 
to be thrilled by 
knowing the 
systems of the body 
and how they 
function.  She fed 




activities.  Her 
students made a 
point of doing what 
was expected of 
them in order to 
participate in the 
laboratory activities 
to the point where 
they would ask if 
they could help 
students that were 
having a little 
difficulty.  So she 
used those students 
as her student 
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Appendix E: Changes in Educational Strategies   











































Students:  Her success in science 
was centered on her training from 
the first teacher she worked with. 
She had no materials or 
equipment, so she was creative in 
her teaching of science theory.  
Her students went to the schools 
in their neighborhoods.  Most of 
her students had pets, so she used 
this experience to teach children 
about living things.  She and her 
students regularly walked the 
neighborhood streets and alleys to 
collect rocks and leaves to take 
back to class for examination. 
The students visually examined 
the texture of the objects and 
recorded the differences in the 
objects.  Students would then 
exchange objects and repeat the 
examination.  
     Most homework assignments 
were geared around whatever 
items could be collected from the 
parents and the community.  No 
guide dictated what lesson the 
students should be on and how 
long they had to stay on each 
lesson.  Teachers had more 
classroom responsibility with no 
after-school pay or compensation. 
Teachers came early and stayed 
late to make sure attendance, 
report cards, and lesson plans 
were completed before they left 
school.  Administrative structure 
was top heavy. 
Parents: Being visible in the 
neighborhood gave Georgia a 
close relationship with the 
students and parents and 
encouraged community 
She went back 










report cards and 
lesson plans are done 
on computers. 





many others in 
administrative 
positions with high 
salaries that offer 
little or no assistance 
to struggling 
teachers.  
Students’ test scores 
are still low; students 
must have so many 
hours of homework 
each week, and most 
schools have 
students wearing 
uniforms.  Most of 
the academic 
curriculum has 
changed to fit the 
needs of our 
changing world, but 
are educators 
meeting the changing 
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 involvement.  Many mothers 
were homemakers and more than 
happy to help by collecting items 
that could be used for science 



















Participants Beginning Middle End 
Delores She spent fifteen years teaching 
Special Education.  “My older 
brother had Cerebral Palsy, and 
my mother and I used to go 
around the neighborhood 
collecting monies for children 
with birth defects.  That’s what 
made me want to work in special 
education and with special needs 
children, not in science.  But that 
was where my career took me,” 
she said. 
     She had only about ten 
children in class, but they were 
challenging and commanded lots 
of attention.  Her love for the 
children and her brother caused 
her to take a lot of classroom 
management classes that prepared 
her to have the patience and drive 
to give her all to these students. 
She saw herself as their only 
means of survival in the 
educational setting if they were 
going to be successful.  Other 
than that they would go through 
their life with a negative label 
behind their name.	  	  Her class 
sizes were always small. 






of learning to 
providing 
practice in the 
various 
subject areas. 
She also saw 




students.  Her 
role changed 
from a teacher 
who directed 









She spent seventeen 
years teaching 
science to learning 
disabled students. 
The students were in 
various grade levels; 
some were sixth, 
seventh, and eighth 
graders with an 
academic level of a 
third grader.  These 
students had short 
attention spans and 
were accustomed to 
doing whatever they 
wanted, which meant 
she had to show 
tough love in order 
to get a lesson over 
to them.  She had to 
use differentiated 
instruction with the 
students and could 
not use the same 
lesson with all the 
students as the other 
science teachers in 
the building did.  She 
said, “My students 














moved them a 


























student as part 






never stopped trying 
to please me by 
trying hard to do 
their best for me.  
When I gave them 
my undivided 
attention, they 
performed like any 
other student without 
special needs.”  Her 
philosophy was that 
of a coach.  She 
walked the children 
through the activities 
step by step. 
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Participants Beginning Middle End 
Shirley She started out as a 
substitute teacher in 
science for a year and 
a half, then became a 
teacher’s aid for a 
year and a half in 
science before 
becoming a full-time 
science teacher with 
her own classroom.  
She went from 
teaching skills in 
isolation with students 




students sitting in 
small groups. 
Students 
She had a sixth grade 
class with about 
twenty-five students. 
Her first year was 
hard because she 
started in the middle 
of the school year.  
She wanted to quit. 
Her students were 
uncontrollable. But 
she established a 
rapport with her 
students and the 
parents.  
Parents   
She called the parents, 
of the students and 
talked to them on the 
phone when she 
needed help with the 
children or was trying 





She went from 
writing lesson 
plans in a book 
to typing them in 
a computer 
format generated 




The district used to provide 
reading series for science and 
purchased the entire series. 
During the later years of her 
teaching career, funds 
decreased because of the 
state’s budget cuts or 
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Participants Beginning Middle End 
Vivian She started teaching 
seventh grade science 
in a magnet school 
where she was 
grandfathered into the 
program for gifted 
students. She stayed 
with the gifted 
program in science for 
twenty-eight years.  
Students 
There were anywhere 
from ten to fifteen 
students in her six 
classes. She believed 
that we all learn from 
one another and that 
there are no silly or 
stupid questions. All 
minds have the right 
to explore deeper and 
express their findings 
to the best of their 
ability. She wanted 
her students to know 
that learning is a long, 
never-ending process, 
both in the classroom 
and outside the 
classroom.  She 
wanted her students to 
be responsible for 
their learning and to 
explore and expand 











Her approach to 
teaching science 
was more in the 
area of physics 
because her 
students had a 



















She had a hefty budget that 
let her have access to 
whatever was needed to run a 
high-school level science 
class even though her class 
was at the middle school.  
These funds were provided 
through the Gifted Program.  
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Participants Beginning Middle End 
Dawn She spent ten years 
teaching home 
economics at the high 
school level until the 
district went to a 
middle school 
configuration and she 
was placed in an 8th 
grade science class.   
Students 
Her students were 
enthusiastic about 
science, and she fed 
off of their 
enthusiasm.  She 
never let her students 
feel that they could 
not learn something in 
her class and referred 
to them as her future 
scientists.  She began 
every class session 
with what they were 
going to learn for that 
day.  She made sure 
that the students knew 
the objective and aim 
for the day.  
 
Parents 
Her students could go 
home and tell their 
parents, or they could 
tell a friend, that in 
science they learned 
whatever the 
particular objective 
was, and not only 
repeat it but explain 
what it was that they 
had just learned and 
how it was going to 
work and how they 
were going to use it in 
their lives. 
When Dawn 
went to the 
middle school, a 
whole new way 
of teaching 
began for her 
with middle 





for her because it 
was so similar to 
teaching home 
economics in 





The students’ role has 
changed in that there seems to 
be less responsibility for 
personal learning. The level 
of technology has increased, 
as well as the time required 
for mastery of selected 
academic skills or the desired 
use of technology to achieve 
those skills.  Never before 
were learning aids such as 
computers, tablets or even 
transportation provided to 
students.  More importantly, 
the current assistance must be 
accompanied by instruction to 
the students and the home on 
the proper care and use.   
Parents 
  Parents should receive 
assistance as well as students.  
Teachers must discuss long-
term advantages of an 
education with parents and 
students and stress the value 
of persistence in the 
education of the student.  








Appendix F: System Barriers in Education 
Participants Social Cultural Economic 
Georgia Students attended 
school in their 
neighborhoods where 
they lived, and they all 
walked to school. 
Everything the 
family needed was 
in the community. 
Families lived below 
the poverty level. If the 
father was in the home, 





Participants Social Cultural Economic 
Delores Students not exposed to 
other people outside of 
their families and 
neighborhood. 
Students stayed in 
isolation in their 
neighborhoods until 
students and teachers 
crossed racial lines. 
Through the 
desegregation 
program the teachers 
and students were in 
the exchange 
programs; city 
students went to 
county schools, and 
county students went 
to city schools. 
Students were limited 
by low family income. 
She believed that 
students were geared 
toward service jobs.  
 
Participants Social Cultural Economic 
Shirley She taught eighty-five 
to one hundred percent 
African American 






Participants Social Cultural Economic 
Vivian   The economic level 
varied from families 
needing government 
assistance to the 
privileged. 




Participants Social Cultural Economic 
Dawn The most significant 
barrier socially and 
culturally is economic.  
Poverty is not racial but 
is experienced by racial 
minorities because more 






Programs like No 
Child Left Behind 
should not be geared 
to Blacks, but are 
designed to mitigate 
poverty and are housed 
in urban communities. 
There must be a balance 
with available 
employment for all at a 
livable wage. She believes 
that families and students 
may be able to overcome 
the perils of poverty. 
Teachers must be taught 
and begin practicing 
instructional strategies as 
well as behavior strategies 
that will mitigate poverty 
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Appendix G: Myths about Black Teachers/Students 
 
Participants Myths about Students Myths about Teachers 
Georgia Standardized test data is good for 
teachers only.  Poverty alone does 
not cause poor student learning; 
neither do single-parent 
households. 
The idea that test data is a good tool for 
evaluating teachers is greatly over 
exaggerated.  Classroom data is for 
teachers only. 
Delores Despite single-parent households, 
poverty, and lack of motivation, 
children can be productive 
learners.  The area of science has 
become less important with the 
increased focus on testing. 
Teachers are tardy and ill prepared and 
lack a strong foundation in science. 
Administration evaluates teachers on 
their performance in the classroom. 
Shirley Felt that lack of parental 
involvement hindered students in 
science.   
All schools are not treated the same 
when it comes to science. 
Vivian Students’ basic needs have to be 
supplied if learning is to take 
place. Some perceive single-parent 
households as the weakest link in 
students’ learning. 
 
Dawn Parents may have little 
participation in students’ 
education. Students lack 
technological equipment at home.  
Single parents lack resources at 
home. 
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Appendix H: Motivational Factors/Influences 
 
Participants Motivational factors Motivational influences 
Georgia Main reason for staying in the urban 
school district was to help children of 
her race and income status as they 
were growing up.  She embraced 
education as a way of doing better in 
life.  
   She attended professional workshops 
and conferences to get examination 
copies of new textbooks and materials 
to supplement old textbooks and 
equipment. 
    She had very few discrepancies in 
the science/laboratory because students 
monitored each other’s behavior 
 
Education is empowering, and she 
wanted to share that empowerment 
with her students. 
    The school board had a Career 
Exploration Department that set up 
visits at workplaces and institutions of 
higher education.  She signed her 




Participants Motivational factors Motivational influences 
Delores Teaching was a reward that brought 
out the goodness in her career; caring 
for and showing compassion for 
people offered an intrinsic reward that 
no one could take away from her. She 
continued teaching for a steady 
income in an unstable economy. 
Teaching gave her a status in the 
community.  She was valued as an 
educated person, was needed by 
someone, and had a positive effect on 
her students.  Teaching science to 
special education students gave her a 
passion to do well in disclosing 




Participants Motivational factors Motivational influences 
Shirley She felt committed to stay in the 
educational arena and solve the 
problems of children who were 
growing up in situations that were 
similar to what her early life had been 
like.  
She had a heart for teaching and a love 
for children, so she stayed and toughed 
it out. She had knowledge to impart, 
and she could reach her students, teach 
them how to think, how to learn science 













Participants Motivational factors Motivational influences 
Vivian Comes from three generations of 
college graduates who majored in 
education.  Teaching provided a 
steady income because there would 
always be students to teach.  She had 
extremely high expectations and 
flexibility; the students took on the 
role of teacher, and she functioned as 
a coach. 
Having control of the classroom was 
her number one strategy for motivating 
her students.  The students and she had 
a family relationship. They would 
explain the problem in the lesson, and 





Participants Motivational factors Motivational influences 
Dawn The method she used to motivate the 
students was to show that what they 
learned in science mattered in real 
life. She believed that relevance is one 
of the most effective motivational 
techniques that lend meaning and 
purpose to students’ success. 
She felt limited in the career choices 
she had, and she never wanted her 
students to feel limited. So a big part of 
her teaching was in the area of career 
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Appendix I: Administrative Support or Lack Thereof 
Participants Support Lack thereof 
Georgia The building principal (African 
American male) always 
encouraged her; he gave her 
positive feedback on her 
methodology in teaching, and 
complimented her on the success 
of the students. The 
administrators could see her 
internal interests in the success of 
the students.  She received 
complimentary output from her 
building principal.  The district 
office made frequent visits to her 
classroom because of the work 
she was doing with the students.  
Sometimes they were the only 
students in the school to be 
recognized by the district 
officials.  She received several 
certificates from the district 
administrators and district 
science supervisor for her work 
with the students.  She 
remembered them coming to tape 
her class presentation; they aired 




Participants Support Lack thereof 
Delores Teachers had a strong advocate 
depending on how strong their 
union representative was in their 
building.  The union 
representative was the buffer 
that sometimes prevented 
teachers from being treated as 
less than human. The principal 
was about giving the teachers 
access to information to carry 
out the curriculum; the principal 
provided science resources to 
students.     
Due to economic times, and the fact 
that the district was trying to cut 
costs at the teachers’ expense, the 
administrators’ support was very 
stiff and stern near the end of her 
career.  She believed that many of 
the things that teachers were asked 
to do sometimes were simply the 
principals showing their power.  She 
said that her principal was lacking in 
people skills and was not an 
advocate for teachers, and was 
extremely adversarial in a lot of 
situations.   




Participants Support Lack thereof 
Shirley There were many advocates that 
gave encouragement to her 
during her teaching career.  She 
said that the principal, 
instructional coordinator, grade 
level team teacher and lead 
teacher would intercede on 
behalf of the teachers.  New 
teachers also had mentors, and 
the mentors were trained by 
older members who were once 
successful educators who would 
rotate from school to school to 
help teachers having difficulty 
with classroom management.   
Her principal retired, and a younger 
principal with less experience took 
over the school.  She was fearful of 
the district office power figures.  
The support of the principal fell to 
an ultimate low.  The older 
teachers’ support was gone when 
the younger principal took over; 




Participants Support Lack thereof 
Vivian An administrative advocate in 
her corner was a bonus.  She 
always felt appreciated knowing 
that if there was a problem with 
students, parents, staff, or 
curriculum, she could always 
approach her principals and 
know that they would address the 
issue for the best outcome.  
Her principals were there to 
support every means of 
achieving the success of the 
students, whether it was to make 
sure they had the supplies they 
needed, or equipment for the 
laboratory, instructional 
materials, or any type of 
assistance that they could 
approve of within their budget 
that would allow the teachers to 
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Participants Support Lack thereof 
Dawn Administrators should provide 
ongoing, verified, and assessed 
professional development for 
teachers.  She had support from 
parents, principals, and district 
officials.   
 She could cite a parent’s not 
supporting a teacher and the way 
her or his child was behaving in the 
classroom, whether it was discipline 
or not completing assignments or 
not participating in good learning.  
But those instances were few.  She 
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